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Every journey begins with one small,
first step. You have probably heard that
phrase or one like it before. Yet, quite
often—and counter-intuitively—the
second step is actually more difficult
than the first.

We have all had that moment (that
first step) where a fantastic idea or solu-
tion to a problem pops into our head
from nowhere. Then we go and talk
enthusiastically about it with our col-
leagues (that second step), often to be
met with a disappointing and less than
positive response. Dejected, we retreat
back into our inner world, bemoaning
the people we work with and also pos-
sibly the organization.

This scenario has strong parallels in
the world of project proposals, where
exactly the same process, and out-
come, is regularly experienced. This is
particularly true when considering the
large-scale, strategic, and organization-
al-focused issues such as implementing
processes around the big crew change,
standardization, integration, or the
implementation of new computer tech-
nologies. These types of project have a
number of unique characteristics, when
compared to more technical projects,
which make the commitment-gaining
process considerably more difficult.

So the big question for people wanting
to get an idea off the ground is, “How
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do I effectively initiate and gain com-
mitment to such ideas and projects?”
This article provides some answers and
strategies for this challenge, which cen-
ters on a missing step—walking in
other people’s shoes.

Lower-Profile Projects
The oil and gas industry faces an increas-
ingly wide range of technical challenges
that are widely known and documented.
These technical and capital projects are
seen as the glamorous side of the busi-
ness, typically at the cutting edge of tech-
nology, which after all, is what has made
this industry successful. Hence, these
projects are usually given greater promi-
nence. But what about the more inter-
nal and organizational-related projects?
These usually have a lower profile, and
dare to say, often a lower success rate.
Are these types of projects as important
and challenging as the technical ones?
Important? Absolutely. Many of the
strategic issues facing the industry are
as much organizational as technical.
Organizational productivity, efficiency,
and effectiveness are becoming increas-
ingly important and urgent topics with-
in our industry And the means of
achieving these goals—standardization,
integration, optimization, and leverag-
ing the functionality of technology—
are affected as well.
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Challenging? Absolutely, but with
very different challenges and for very
different reasons. Table 1 lists some of
these major characteristic differences
between projects of a primarily techni-
cal and organizational nature.

The unique characteristics of these
internal and organizational projects have
an impact on the commitment-gaining
process. Experience suggests that it is far
more challenging to gain commitment
to organizational projects, irrespective
of the governance processes used, for
the reasons outlined. Yet the paradox is
how strategically important these types
of projects are for organizations, partic-
ularly given the current forces at work
in our industry. Organizational effec-
tiveness and efficiency must become
increasingly important topics for man-
agement and executives.

Success in gaining commitment typi-
cally requires a slightly different mindset
and skill set than that for technical and
engineering processes. This is a factor
that some people struggle with. Given
the nature of their roles, training, back-
ground, expertise, and natural style, this
is understandable, and yet it is critical.

The key to success is to understand
and leverage these more subtle, less
technical, and more social and politi-
cal approaches, particularly when we
come back to that second step—project
proposal—gaining acceptance to and
commitment for, these types of projects
from senior organizational stakehold-
ers. These challenges center around two
main areas:

e The goals, benefits, value, and
return on these projects, the cost of
doing vs. not doing

e The form of solution and approach
to be used

These can never be absolute; they will
have shades of gray. They are more open
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to interpretation, and, therefore, rely
more on subjective judgments made by
key organizational stakeholders.

Project, Organizational
Stakeholder Alignment
The basis of the presented approach is
to seek maximum alignment between
three elements, illustrated in Fig. 1.
The first element is the key organiza-
tional stakeholders: who they are, the
roles they fulfill, and the structure(s)
in which they operate. The second ele-
ment is the issues, needs, goals, and
priorities of those stakeholders. The
third element is the scope and solution
of a potential project, and the resulting
value and benefit that this will bring
the stakeholders. Projects are invariably
solutions to problems or needs, so the
value is directly related to the extent
to which the idea helps stakeholders’
needs and pain points. We then come
full circle back to element one.

Who? Stakeholders and Structure
The first and foundation element is
the organizational stakeholders.
Stakeholders are defined as a single
individual, or group of individuals that
have a common connection and who
are either impacted or have an inter-
est or influence over a project. All
organizations have a diverse range of
stakeholders, often with conflicting or
even opposing interests and agendas.
This is an inherent and natural aspect
of all organizations.

The basis of this whole approach is
that it is primarily a political and social
process, more than a generic and ratio-
nale approach. The solution is to win
both hearts and minds.

First, list all the possible stakehold-
ers, both those internal to and poten-
tially those external to the organiza-
tion. The second step is to identify
the structural dynamics of the orga-
nization. The organizational structure
and relative power of each function
or role plays a critical part. Consider
the example of the big crew change.
One of the fundamental challenges
in tackling the issues associated with
this challenge is: who does, should,
or could own this problem(s)? The
potential internal stakeholders range
from the human resources department,
to training, unions, supervisors, the
operations director, or right up to the
company’s executive committee. The
relative powers of each function or role
will vary considerably.
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Why?2 Needs, Issues, Goals,
Priorities, and Styles

There are two main components to this
element:

e The components dictated by each
person’s role

e The components dictated by each
person’s individual style, character,
beliefs, and values

Consider the role of influence. Each
stakeholder will have very different
responsibilities, goals, tasks, and needs.
An important associated factor is the
varying time horizons associated with
different roles and goals. There are no
rules here; it is very much case-by-case.
Some might be very short, and others
might be much longer time horizons,
and dependent on the specific issue
or goal. This is an important consider-
ation when wanting to get commitment
to an idea.

Consider the persons style—again
this will be different for every person
or stakeholder. Their levels of interest,
behavior and actions will be determined
by these two components. A tactic is to
research these needs and goals as best
you can, seeking validation wherever
possible. Potentially, the only accurate
validation is to go and talk to these
people yourself.

There is a strong level of interde-
pendence between the “who” and the
“Why”

Stakeholders can be assessed and cat-
egorized in multiple ways. Segmentation
is a common approach with a range of
options and variations. This is somewhat
like psychological profiling, but at its
heart is our initial precept of “walking
in other people’s shoes.” One example
of segmentation is considering the ele-
ment’s interest in an idea, combined with
the level of power of the stakeholder.
Both these are important, and related.
This is illustrated in Fig. 2 and is a criti-
cal consideration in gaining wide-scale
commitment to a project or initiative.

Stakeholders are then mapped on
these two dimensions in relation to the
proposed project (Fig. 2). The strate-
gies to gain commitment from different
stakeholders will be different, based on
their position in the box. The golden rule
is “different strokes for different folks.”

Sometimes simple information and
education can be powerful levers to
achieve higher levels of interest, aware-
ness, and commitment. The ideal is
total alignment; however, the organiza-
tional reality is that there may well be
win-lose scenarios at play.
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MANAGEMENT

TABLE 1—THE MAIN DIFFERENCES BETWEEN TECHNICAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL PROJECTS

Technical project Organizational project

Criteria (e.g., facilities) (e.g., integrating the big crew change)

Main purpose of project  Build, develop, or change chemical Build, develop, or change aspects of an organization,
processes and facilities to improve including ways of working, systems, and people to
production effectiveness and/or efficiency improve organizational effectiveness and/or efficiency

Nature of work Engineering and science-based More social and politically based
Obijective, factual Often subjective
Easily quantified Less easy to quantify

Main parties involved Procurer (customer) and supplier organizations Appropriate internal stakeholders

Nature of relationship Highly formalized commercial and legal Internal “contracting” agreement between

between main parties agreement between legal entities internal stakeholders, guided by internal policies

Based primarily on organizational roles, reporting,
and personal styles and relationships

Design rules and Based on undisputable science and No clear, undisputable laws
principles engineering principles, fundamental Based on more generalized and subjective laws,
natural laws, and rules rules, and principles around human and

organizational behavior
More drive-by social/political rules and personal
beliefs/values

Other influences Commercial interests Greater influence of personal agendas
Strategic considerations Greater influence of relationships and from
“indirect” stakeholders
Resource considerations have greater influence
More susceptible to impact of changing people

in roles
Ease of transforming Straightforward, with simple causal model More complex and less certain causal model due
project deliverables from facility built to production to to many interdependencies between achieving
revenues and profits project deliverables and realizing business value

Additional risk of unforeseen consequences

Quantification of return  Easily quantifiable Typically more difficult to quantify
on investment (ROI)/ Cost of doing vs. not doing is clear ROl is less tangible, more complex, and
benefit realization Relatively simple and clear ROI calculation harder to measure

Cost of doing vs. cost of not doing is not always clear
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Fig. 1—Aligning the three elements. Fig. 2—Mapping a stakeholder strategy.
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Consider again the big crew change
and a possible, realistic scenario. The
Operations Director may be facing
increasing issues about resources in
terms of numbers, level, and skills of the
people required to maintain a project.
However, the HR Director may be under
pressure to cut resource costs. The Unit
Superintendent may be attempting to
safeguard his position by keeping all
the knowledge to himself. The younger
operators enjoy the overtime require-
ment and do not want to give this up,
while the lead technical specialists do
not want the overtime, preferring more
time with their families. This makes
for an interesting set of dynamics, with
the positive and negative consequences
of any proposed solution for the range
of stakeholders and their interests.
The challenges of change! Hence the
importance of both understanding these
dynamics, and the creativity required
to develop an acceptable win-win-win
solution, addressing the challenges, bar-
riers, and relative power of the associ-
ated stakeholders.

What? Project Scope,

Boundaries, Deliverables

The final element focuses on refining
and clarifying details of the initial big
idea. Would-be innovators and champi-
ons should translate their big idea into
a project definition including scope,
goals, and deliverables, and then com-
pare this to the needs, issues, goals,
priorities, and spheres of influence and
personal styles of the organizational
stakeholders. This step completes the
circle by considering the value and ben-
efits of the proposed project, given its
scope and deliverables, to the key stake-
holders. This is the creative element to
ensure maximum, or at least accept-
able, organizational alignment. This is
the crucial second step, and there are a
number of components to this.

Project scope is one of the most
critical considerations as it defines the
boundaries. Boundaries are multidi-
mensional, and are usually the biggest
source of problems, issues, and dis-
agreement with stakeholders. Project
scope boundaries are defined, includ-
ing computer systems, functional pro-
cesses, and workflow. However, a com-
mon mistake is ignoring role, location,
and organizational boundaries, and yet
these are often the most important
boundary considerations.
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The related element of project
scope—the size and scale of the idea is
another consideration—this could be
huge, where the boundary is the whole
organization, with re-engineering the
business operations, massive recruiting
and training, investment in automating
technologies, etc. In the case of the
big crew change, the scope could be
all of these, meaning that possibly the
whole of the executive board would
have to sign up for it, which is prob-
ably not realistic, and the resources and
complexity equally considerable. One
possibility is that the initial “big proj-
ect” aspiration be split into a number
of separate projects that will be smaller
scale, more feasible, and more aligned
to the individual stakeholders, and
hence easier to gain commitment.

Another of the alignment elements
are the project deliverables, which
are closely linked to the value issue.
Initiators must take a hard look at
how the proposed deliverables will
really help each of the key stakehold-
ers in addressing their needs and goals.
Another factor is the nature of the solu-
tion to address the problem. Different
stakeholders may believe in different
solutions. In the case of the big crew
change, the answer is training, process
re-engineering, recruitment, or a mix of
all these and more.

Adding it All Together
The solution is to define an optimal
scope and set of deliverables that a
particular set of stakeholders will all
benefit from, and can therefore all agree
on, and that is within their remit and
sphere of influence. This alignment will
lead to personal benefits and value to
the key stakeholders. As a result, they
will commit to the proposed project.
Internal organizational-based projects
are becoming increasingly important
given our industrys challenges. And
yet, paradoxically, they are significantly
harder to gain commitment and buy-in
to. The solution is far greater planning
and assessment work at the early stages
of the project initiation, before “going
public.” We all love traveling on new
and exciting journeys, and you likely
have many first steps already identified.
The second step is probably the most
critical one—to walk in other people’s
shoes. This should lead to many new,
exciting, and valuable routes and jour-
neys, with benefits for all. JPT
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