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PROJECT MANAGEMENT.
KEYS T0 SUCCESS

DAVID BENTLEY
GARY RAFFERTY

Unsuccessful construction projects can be traced to lack of one or more control parameters.
Here are the key factors that lead to success for the owner, the A/E and the contractor.

construction projects differ in scope, size,
complexity and degrees of success or
failure. Successful projects, however, are
alike in ways that count. They are built by
people who follow certain key principles—
the common denominators of successfully
completed construction projects.

1. Goals and commitment. The owner,
A/E and contractor, via commitment of the
managing partners, must agree on a philos-
ophy at the onset of a project. Although
each might have different specific goals in
mind for the project, they must spell out
their common goals.

One example involves a school project
in California. The owner was adamant
about his goals: quality, cost and schedule,
in that order. Problems began immediately
when the contractor peppered the A/E
with requests for clarification on design de-
tails that were slightly unusual due to the
owner’s desire for quality. The contractor
continued to search for the least expensive
method of construction, affecting the
schedule even though the primary focus
was on quality, not cost.

A better example is a newspaper-plant
project where the goals were clearly dis-
played at the job site and all offices in-
volved in the project. Framed, they read:
¢ Pressroom to be fully enclosed and
weathertight nine months after start of
foundations.

e Temporary certificate of occupancy and
sale of first newspaper 18 months after
start of foundations.

¢ Building construction must not impede
press erection and operations.

e Construction costs to be less than $§75
million.

e Owner, A/E and contractor commit to a
successful project.

2_Contracts. Well-written contracts are

L

direct benefits of establishing project goals,
because they merely restate the commit-
ments that the owner, A/E and contractor
have made. They will be equitable and
state the scope of work and performance,
including the owner’s responsibility for per-
formance required to support the goals.

3. Project team and staffing. A success-
ful project team consists of a knowledge-
able owner (or representative), a well-man-
aged design team and an experienced, mo-
tivated construction team. Upper-manage-
ment support of each team member and
continued monitoring of the team’s
progress are essential, but adequate
staffing from the outset is most important.
Furthermore, the chemistry of the various
team members must be tailored for each
specific project.

Relationships among team members
and the division of responsibilities must be
defined clearly. For example, the contrac-
tor and A/E must understand expectations
about on-site A/E representation and prob-
lem resolution. The owner and A/E must
understand their limits of authority when it
comes to decision making.

Once the team members have defined
their responsibilities, it is absolutely neces-
sary that each be accountable for his or her
actions or lack of action. Generally, it
works best when the owner takes the initia-
tive to hold his or her own people account-
able, and holds the A/E and the contractor
accountable for their responsibilities. With-
out accountability, the project will flounder
and critical decisions will be put off.

One owner is using a time-tested
method to ensure accountability: monetary
incentives. Every month, a committee eval-
uates performance of the A/E and contrac-
tor against the agreed-upon specific project
goals, establishing fees that vary each

month within a predetermined range. The
committee also gives feedback about how
the A/E and contractor can improve their
performance and maximize their fees.

4. Communication. Whatever relation-
ships and divisions of responsibility are es-
tablished, communication is the corner-
stone to effective management. The worst
thing that can happen to a project manager
(owner, A/E or contractor) is to be ill in-
formed on a contract, cost or schedule is-
sue. All team members need to keep their
project managers informed about anything
that might affect project goals. The project
managers need to create a “control envi-
ronment,” so their members feel comfort-
able that problems they were unable to
solve can be solved efficiently at a higher
level. It is equally important that project
managers keep each other informed. We
all know what it’s like to be blindsided by
an unknown problem.

The big payoff for effective communica-
tions is joint addressing and solution of
problems in a timely manner. This does not
mean that there will be no disagreements.
Good communication involves a give-and-
take attitude, and keeping the relationships
professional will prevent emotions from
getting in the way of progress.

It is one thing to talk about project goals,
divisions of responsibility and communica-
tions. The acid test is implementation. Once
the project is designed and permitted, it is
extremely important to develop the project
budget and schedule in sufficient detail to
allow for monitoring of construction and to ‘
raise flags warning of potential problems.
The monitoring methods will dictate the ‘
procedures for tracking the projected final ’
costs and schedule status. More important-
ly, the methods provide management with a
tool for taking corrective action. ]
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5. Preconstruction planning sessions. In
recent years, some construction companies
have adopted a planning procedure that
has worked extremely well. The project
manager and superintendent are responsi-
ble for developing the construction plan. In
the past, this was usually a formal proce-
dure, but today informal brainstorming ses-
sions ensure that every viable alternative is
considered.

The sessions are most effective if held
away from the distractions of the office,
with not only the construction staff but key
personnel with special expertise. The ses-
sions begin with the project manager re-
viewing site plans, architectural plans, ma-
jor systems, project control systems and
other parts of the project. Participants re-
view, analyze and critique the plans with an
anything-goes attitude. They suggest alter-
native materials and methods of construc-
tion that could lower the budget or shorten
the schedule. The ultimate goal is a con-
struction plan that incorporates the vast
and diverse experience of the contractor’s
personnel by focusing their attention on
the most important objectives—to con-
struct the facility with the intended aesthet-
ics for the lowest possible cost in the short-
est time frame.

6. Procedures manual. A project proce-
dures manual is the outcome of a successful
preconstruction planning session. It outlines
the specific methods, systems and flow of in-
formation required to attain the stated goals.
For example, the manual clearly states that
when a bulletin is issued by the architect,
there is a specific way that the owner and ar-
chitect learn about cost and schedule impli-
cations of the design change.

The successful project team has a sys-
tem into which each piece of correspon-
dence goes. Drawings, changes, subcon-
tractor submittals, requests for informa-
tion, A/E field reports, schedule delay no-
tifications—all should be logged in some
sort of tracking system. Otherwise, an im-
portant piece of information may be lost in
the heat of the construction battle. The
procedures manual, assembled from stan-
dard boilerplate information tailored for
the project, is a decision-making guide for
each team member.

7. Schedule control. Schedule control is
derived from the project goals and contract
provisions. The construction project man-
ager and superintendent jointly agree on in-
termediate milestones and build the detail
schedule around them. Successful project

teams celebrate these milestones with par-
ties, T-shirts, hats or other symbols, break-
ing the monotony of a long schedule into
manageable portions.

The construction schedule yields a de-
tailed procurement schedule listing all
items, the need dates, review and fabrica-
tion times. This is critical because the pro-
curement schedule becomes the means for
monitoring the availability of materials re-
quired to support construction. In a suc-
cessful project, the owner, A/E and con-
tractor are committed to timeliness in sub-
mittals and their review, and in making all
decisions. Generally speaking, if the mate-
rial is on the site and open design issues
are resolved promptly, the field forces can
meet the schedule.

8. Cost control. Cost control is more than
tracking dollars expended. It is a matter of

Without accountability,
the project will flounder
and critical decisions will he
put off. One owner is using

a time-tested methed

to ensure accountability:

monetary incentives. |

adequately projecting the remaining estimat-
ed hours of design and construction. During
the entire process, all the project managers
must have a firm grasp on the efforts being
expended vs. their projected plan. This re-
quires detailed actual costs, and one of the
best monitoring aids is a plot of the plan vs.
actual costs on a cash-flow curve.

9. Subcontracts. Subcontractors do
much of the work on most construction
projects, and it is imperative that their con-
tracts be negotiated promptly, fairly and ac-
curately. Subs work best with general con-
tractors who: (1) pay on time; (2) support
them in the change-order process; (3) plan
and coordinate the work components effi-
ciently; and (4) give them credit when
credit is due and constructive criticism
when it is called for.

The key to success is a clear scope of
work. This can be attained by breaking the
bid packages down logically, answering all
questions during the bid process and
painstakingly reviewing the bids. Once the
scope of work has been determined for
each subcontractor, individual contracts
are negotiated. While many companies use

purchasing specialists, the general contrac-
tor’s project manager must also be in-
volved, since it is the project manager who
is ultimately responsible for attaining the
project goals.

10. Monthly progress reports. Regular
progress reports are essential but need not
be complicated or burdensome. Project
team members should think of them as an
opportunity to solicit valuable assistance
from upper management. At a minimum,
the reports should contain planned vs. actu-
al costs, schedule, subcontract negotiation
(buy-out) status, long lead item procure-
ment, cash flow, major accomplishments,
problems and planned solutions.

11. Meetings. No matter what controls
have been established for the project, it is
absolutely essential that the A/E and con-
tractor project managers meet regularly with
the owner’s project manager to review costs
and the health of the schedule. By commu-
nicating the truth, team members can identi-
fy problems and develop recovery plans.
Frequency of these meetings will vary from
project to project, but weekly project-man-
agement meetings are the norm.

Special meetings with other parties
such as subcontractors, in-house upper
management, various inspectors, fire mar-
shals and lenders are also essential. They
should be held at the job site if possible,
since that is where most of the data are lo-
cated and where conditions can be seen.
Each meeting should have a stated purpose
and an agenda, with complete notes or min-
utes distributed afterwards.

12. Job closeout. Procedures for clos-
ing out the job should be delineated in the
project procedures manual. They may be
modified during construction to accom-
modate a partial or temporary certificate
of occupancy, but it is imperative that
they receive a great deal of attention. Too
many otherwise smooth construction pro-
jects are marred by a long, drawn out, un-
profitable closeout.

13. Quality control. Quality control is an
essential ingredient of any successful pro-
ject. It must be designed and built to the
level of quality agreed to in the project
goals, and it must be closely scrutinized
during the entire process. ¥
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