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The nature of the project world has changed a lot in

recent years. Project meetings used to be everyone

in the same room--now it’s everyone on the same call.

Virtual teams are here to stay. Virtual teams are

great--they allow team members from all over the

world to collaborate using technology to produce a

common output. The problem with them, however, is

that it’s not always easy to align part-time people on

projects that are still very much full-time.
 

We are in a global market and that is never going to

change. There are also only 168 hours in a work

week; the last research I read indicated that that is

not likely to change either. With all of the competing

demands on everyone’s plate, how can you get your

team focused and productive on your project no

matter what size it is?
 

1. Challenge of Remote Participants
As project managers, we all know the drill. Send out the e-mail. Dial the bridge-line; punch in the host code…and

wait.
 

Wait for participants that are doing 19 other jobs, that are on other calls or that just plain have more important

things on their plate than your project. You’re the project manager, though, and you’re on the hook for delivery.

Most project resources today have their attention split between multiple e-mail windows on their laptop and a

PDA that is also chirping for attention. When you are shrouded in a conference call, you won’t see your

participants’ attention begin to fade as they react to all of these seductive distractions. How can you keep them

focused on what you need done?
 

Each person on that bridge line probably owns only a few tasks and is not interested in the monotony of the

entire phone call. As a project manager, you will have to take a page from the “on-demand” experience that

most of us are becoming rapidly accustomed to. “Me wait for you?” is not in a lot of people’s repertoire

anymore. There is no point complaining about it--adjust and move on.
 

2. Micro-Management vs. Action Management
Your inclination as PM is to control everything within your project environment, but you can’t. As managers we

own the outcome and usually lack authority over the resources, so we need to strike a balance. We need to

focus on the actions that need to be performed and not be so concerned with how much time we think we “own”

from someone.
 

To that end, we need to define what the successful outcome of a particular aspect of our project is. Once we

know the outcome (e.g. install new application software) we can think through the logical actions needed to

attain that outcome (e.g. admin rights to the server, someone to load the physical CDs, someone to click “yes”

on the default ‘okay’ messages, etc.).
 

Once we have moved the discussion from “the software needs to be loaded” to short, defined actions that are

assigned to someone, the meeting has taken on a different tone. It is thought out (planned) ahead of time rather

than a series of open-ended questions that are monopolized by the one person who always seems to answer.
 

There are names attached to each specific action. You can list and categorize each action however you wish. I

use a modified issue log to list out (sequentially) all of the action-oriented steps needed to achieve an outcome.

Some project managers balk at this technique as too controlling. However, I think we can all agree that PMs

need to deliver results, and leading people who aren’t always as motivated about your project to do exactly what

needs to be done is the essence of our jobs. Rather than asking Joe when he’s going to have the application

loaded, we are instead focused on the successful outcome of each action and involving the many resources who

can help complete the action.
 

3. Focused and Collaborative Discussions
Nobody wants to have their time wasted. You don’t, I don’t and neither does your project team. So your next

teleconference is going to have short, action-oriented items. We want to make sure the meeting is lean, mean

and “cut to the chase”. Become relentless about how you use the clock. Set the timetable for the meeting and

stick to it.
 

Meeting participants who know you conduct wandering, general meetings will respond with wandering attention

spans and eventually general attendance. Sporadically ask questions of people on the call who you know should

be engaged in what is being discussed. You are the facilitator and need to prove to yourself, every so often,

that people are still following the dialog. “Susan, what do you think about that?” or “I’d like to know what Dave

thinks about that alternative” are good techniques to keep people on their toes and out of the shadows.
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Keep the meeting focused. By that I mean don’t try to cover the depth and breadth of the project in the span of

the meeting. Most of the participants don’t care. Instead, focus on a particular aspect (e.g. the new servers that

will be delivered to the datacenter) and flesh out the actions to do with that outcome. You still want to set the

context of the meeting (i.e. the new servers to be installed as part of our PersonSoft 2008 upgrade) but keep it

brief. You need to tailor the message and the actions to the people you are meeting with. Once your team

members begin to adjust to the fact that your meetings are fast-paced and action-oriented, they start to

participate with a whole new level of involvement.
 

When you have accomplished the meeting objective, let everyone go. Don’t try to fill up the hour if you don’t

need to. Your resources will respect you if you respect them.
 

4. People Know Where They Fit
People will engage when they know exactly what their role is. The action-based approach assigns responsibility

to specific people.
 

Many times in the progression of an orchestral arrangement, some instruments do not play very often, like the

oboe or the tympani, but they are vital to the music. They have a role to play that doesn’t happen all that often.

A timpanist may wait through 30 pages of music before she has a rolling cadence to play. She knows when she

comes in, however, because she has the music (action plan) in front of her and she gets a cue from the director

(project manager) when it is getting close to the time for her involvement. This is action management.
 

Every deliverable, discussion, request-for-information or action item has an owner and a deadline. Document this

and hold people accountable. Once you have made your full-time project very real and actionable for your

part-time resources, you will start see productivity, less time wasted and more ownership by your team. Only

then will you start to fully utilize your virtual team to add up to more than the sum of its parts. Now you are

managing outcomes and successfully functioning in the new project world.
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