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PM Coaching Guidelines: 

Assisting Project Managers and Their Projects

What:  Guidelines for setting up and carrying out a coaching arrangement, where a more experienced project manager coaches a less experienced project manager during a project.

Why:  Provides the PM with direct hands-on guidance and mentoring during a project. The  Coach mentors the PM in understanding project management principles and  how to apply them in this company and on this project.  The coaching can provide practical nuts and bolts learning about key elements necessary for successful projects, including cross-functional involvement; overcoming technical and team obstacles; determining deliverables the team will create, proper management involvement etc.  Coaching is especially useful in organizations where PMs are created "overnight,” for instance, by designating a capable technical lead to take on a PM role with no or little prior management training. 

How:   Your project organization can set up a coaching program to make sure project managers get hands-on practical support as they take on new challenges.  The program can be very visible and formal, a requirement for all new PMs, or it can be informal and on an as-needed basis.  In some organizations the coaches are full-time internal "consultants, part of a Project Management Office or a Project Support Group.  In others, more senior PMs allocate some of their time to coach, spending the rest managing projects themselves.

This document provides guidelines for how a coaching relationship can work—how often the PM and coach meet, what subjects get covered, what expert advice and oversight the coach can provide.  It discusses:

· Possible levels of coaching depending upon PM skills and experience

· Typical coaching involvement during a project

· How to get the coaching started

· Subjects to cover in a one-on-one coaching meeting

· Coach's checklist items for helping keep a project on track

· Project Summary Sheet for Use during PM Coaching

Possible Levels of Coaching Depending upon PM Skills and Experience

The following table provides ideas for deciding what level of coaching to provide to a PM based on experience and abilities. 
	Type
	Definition
	When needed

	A
	Total coaching  Attend most or all team meetings, reviews.  Meet with project manager off-line to give detailed guidance about what should be done next.  Review all deliverables.
	Project Manager who has never led a project before.

Project manager who has trouble with the following: leading the team with appropriate sense of urgency; operational issues such as running effective meetings or resolving scope/schedule/cost issues, or handling people issues. 

	B
	Mid-range coaching.   Meet with project manager once per week off-line to ask questions about risks, state of project, and make detailed recommendations if needed. Do not necessarily review all deliverables.
	Project managers who are new to the company but nevertheless have enough experience or natural ability with people and project management skills that they do not need close coaching. 

Project manager who is showing signs of not having enough time to do the job properly.

	C
	Periodic check-in/audit.  Do not review all deliverables.
	Project leader is relatively strong; just want to check in periodically to make sure nothing important forgotten, look for holes, offer encouragement to not be in denial about severity of particular problems


Typical PM coach involvement during a project:

1. Meet with project manager one-on-one once a week.     

2. Attend team meetings once a month or more frequently depending on maturity of project manager and team.

3. Attend all major design reviews or review results of them.

4. Review phase deliverables lists for your process. At beginning of a project phase, agree on which ones will be done.  At or near the end of the phase, make sure they got done with high quality.  Depending on the experience level of the PM, may decide to have the coach review drafts of deliverables.

5. Have more interaction with project manager as each major phase completion is approached.

6. Keep in touch with Product Managers for their perspective on the project and progress.

7. Help the PM learn from the coaching process how to be self-assessing of project/milestone performance, team performance, and their own effectiveness.

How to get coaching going: Coach makes contact with project manager, sets up an initial meeting. 

NOTE:  it is not uncommon to start coaching during a project rather than at the beginning. The coach has a unique opportunity to assess the state of the project to help determine the best focus for the coaching going forward, including the chance to help course-correct the project.   

1. Talk with the project manager about the purpose of coaching.  

This is very critical for setting up a good working relationship.  Some PMs take the idea of coaching as an afront to their abilities, a statement that they aren't good enough, or something is wrong with them.  They may be afraid of being micro-managed, or having you report back to management.  Talk with them about the goal being to help them be as successful as possible on the project; answer questions about how the organization does things; give pointers and ideas from past project experience; save them time; give them a sounding board for tough decisions;  give them someone to talk to privately about touchy team issues; etc.

Some groups do this initial meeting with the project manager, the designated coach, and the responsible director or functional executive, to make sure everyone agrees on the scope and goals of the coaching and emphasize that the executives feel this is an important activity.

2. Talk about the state of the project:  

a) What phase is it in?  Has the project gone well so far or not?  Discuss how the team is doing meeting cost, quality, schedule and scope goals so far.

b) Have the project manager identify any specific concerns about the project's chances for success.

c) If you're starting the coaching after the project is well underway, check to see whether a Project Vision or Charter was created, whether the team has committed to a set of milestones, and whether design reviews have been held.

3. Assess project manager's current experience and skills

a) Has he led a project in this company before?  Anywhere?  How was his effectiveness on that project?  Where does he feel he excelled, and what areas does he see as opportunities for learning?

b) What is his attitude toward project management principles, and any defined process the company uses?

c) If he is a technical professional, does he understand that his role is to manage the entire cross-functional team including other functions?  Is he comfortable with leading a cross-functional team?

d) What training in PM skills has he had so far?

4. Agree with project manager as to what your coaching interaction and project involvement will be.

Subjects to cover in one-on-one coaching meetings

1. Discuss the state of the project.  Probe for risks and team issues.  Review milestone progress. 

2. Have the PM identify problems and discuss possible resolutions.  Help the PM talk through options for solving the problem.  They may have good ideas already but lack confidence.

3. Encourage the PM to discuss any interpersonal team issues. Many PMs are new to having to get a group of disparate people to work together on a cross-functional team and may find this to be the biggest challenge, but may also feel awkward talking about it, especially if their team includes peers.

4. Discuss elements of the company's project management or product development process that are important to the current project activities.  .Answer any questions the PM has.

5. Discuss upcoming major decisions like release for hardware builds and make sure proper testing and reviews are done first.

6. Review contingency plans to ensure risks are being adequately addressed.  

7. Provide comments on project deliverables as needed.   

Coach's checklist items for helping keep a project on track

1. Help the PM set an initial target for completion of investigation and planning. Watch for team getting dragged down by product feature/schedule negotiation issues and facilitate resolution. Requirements churning on the front end has delayed many a project, and newer PMs may be less comfortable bringing the team to tough decisions.

2. Make sure project manager follows best practices like recording action items and reviewing them weekly.

3. Make sure all functions have a representative on the team during early investigation and planning.

4. Make sure everyone is available enough to contribute to the design and schedule work.

5. Identify any critical dependencies that should be started early in the project because of lead times:  tools? training? more staff?

6. Attend and facilitate project vision/charter meetings—meetings where the team discusses and documents the high-level objectives of the project.

7. Review schedules for the following:

a) Timeline is reasonable. Is the project under undue pressure for early delivery?

b) Dependencies between groups are shown explicitly; e.g. development hand-offs to publications groups or manufacturing

c) Ample time is included for design reviews, especially for complex projects that will require multiple long meetings or iterative review cycles.

d) Time and milestones for prototyping and testing are shown.

e) Specific risk mitigation work is scheduled

f) Major design reviews are included.

g) Integration time isn’t cut short. 

h) Adequate time for meaningful beta testing with customers is scheduled

i) Project manager checks with common groups like manufacturing, SQA, etc. for overuse of resources that are shared across teams

8. Make sure critical risks, issues, and milestones stay visible and are referenced weekly by the team.  

9. Watch for schedule impacts from outside projects and crises and make sure project manager and team don’t immediately accept them as “normal”, then let the schedule slip without giving anyone very direct, specific warning.  Teach them to raise it to executives and make sure those executives are making a conscious CHOICE to let the schedule slip because something else is higher priority.

10. Review test plans for completeness and definable exit criteria.

11. Make sure support groups get involved to start getting ready to support the new product/software/etc. after its release.

Add your own company and project-specific checklist items here.  Think back to issues on previous projects, especially those run by new project managers—what items tended to cause problems?  How would you watch for signs of them when coaching a new PM?

Project Summary Sheet for Use during PM Coaching

The next two pages are simply a form that a coach can use to make notes on a project during coaching sessions.  Our staff has found it especially useful when an internal "consultant" in a PM support group is coaching multiple projects weekly, and needs a concise way to keep track of where each project is, what coaching is done, and what's coming next.

	Project Name:
	_______________________________________________________

	Project Leader:
	_______________________________________________________

	Meeting Date/Time:
	_______________________________________________________

	
	

	Consulting activities this week:
	_______________________________________________________

	(team meeting, project leader coaching, document review)
	_______________________________________________________

	
	

	Current Project Phase:
	_______________________________________________________

	
	

	Docs reviewed this period:
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	

	Current Critical Issues, 
	_______________________________________________________

	Actions discussed, steps to
	_______________________________________________________

	be taken.
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	

	Current Milestone status:
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	

	Important upcoming activities
	

	(what, when, prep required)
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_______________________________________________________

	
	_________________________________________________________


 Project Summary Sheet for Use During PM Coaching

	Project Name:
	___________________________________________________________


	Project Leader coaching notes:
	(Skills issues discussed, advice given, training decisions made, further coaching requested, etc.)

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	

	Notes:
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________

	
	___________________________________________________________



