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What we will cover

• Introduction to project management tools for 
research

• Scoping and planning your project

• University of Liverpool project tracking tools – John 
Ellis

• Having a plan when plans change

• Successful project delivery



Project management tools for research

How many published books do you think there 
are on project management?



Project management tools for research

>80,000 results on Amazon

https://www.amazon.co.uk/s?k=project+management&crid=2O9460ULF7J1X&sprefix=project+management%2Caps%2C128&ref=nb_sb_noss_1


Research project management

1. Focuses on the ‘vision’
• Research is about the potential to generate knowledge or 

improved products, processes, and services 
• Goals can be abstract and subject to change

2. Has a higher level of uncertainty
• Research is about the potential to generate knowledge or 

improved products, processes, and services
• This is associated with the open and inquisitive nature of 

research

3.  Conflicting team member goals
• Teaching or other projects may take priority
• Recruitment may be on a fixed-term basis



“Light touch” project management

Incredibly useful:
• The Work Breakdown Structure (WBS)
• Deliverable-based Gantt Chart
• Tracking sheet

Usually worth adding:
• RACI (Resource–Approver–Consulted–Informed)
• Deliverable-based budget with breakdown by funder categories
• Risk management plan

Helpful in most cases
• TORs for committees and governance bodies
• Stakeholder engagement plan
• Communications plan



Define, then deliver

Define: Before you begin the work of your project, work with 
the research team and stakeholders to establish a common 
understanding of the deliverables that the project will produce
 

Then deliver: Assign qualified leads to all deliverables and 
support them in working together, using their judgment and 
expertise, to produce the deliverables



The Work Breakdown Structure
Used to map the scope of the project

From: Research Project Management and Leadership: a Handbook for Everyone: ISBN - 9781487544515 



The Work Breakdown Structure
Fictional pollution research project



The Work Breakdown Structure

Use the blank WBS sheet to begin to map your own research 
project



Work breakdown structure dos and don’ts
• Do use previously completed work breakdown structures (WBSs) for related projects as a 

starting point for new WBSs
• Do feel free to have “Other – to be determined” as a deliverable on your WBS if you know that 

additional deliverables will be produced but are not sure what they will be
• Do use the WBS to establish a common understanding of the project’s scope and to provide 

clarification about deliverables that might reasonably be considered within or outside of its 
scope

• Do use the WBS to check for completeness
• Circulate the WBS to a few team members, then the whole team, and then stakeholders, and ask 

the question “If we produce this – and only this – will the project be complete?” Adjust the WBS 
based on the feedback you receive

• Also ask people whether the elements of the WBS are clear and have intuitive labels, and make 
changes or add footnotes until you have text that is understood by the entire research project 
team and project stakeholders

• Do identify leads for workstreams and deliverables, or at least define workstreams and 
deliverables in such a way that a qualified lead can be identified in the future

• Don’t go into a level of detail that is needed by only a subset of the people leading or 
working on a deliverable

• Do use the WBS as the foundation for all other research project planning and 
implementation activities



How to use the work breakdown structure
The Deliverable-based Gantt chart



How to estimate deliverable duration
The parametric estimate calculation

3-point estimation:
Optimistic, Pessimistic, and Most likely estimate to reduce bias and 
provide a robust outcome. 

Triangular estimation predicts task durations or costs by averaging 
three estimates: optimistic (O), pessimistic (P), and most likely (M). 

(O + M + P) / 3

The PERT formula, (O + 4M + P) / 6, applies a weighted average to 
emphasize the most likely scenario while accounting for potential 
extremes



University of Liverpool Project tracking 
and management tools

John Ellis



Break



Having a plan for when things change



Having a plan for when things change
A project risk is any uncertain event or condition that, if it does occur, 
would have a positive or negative effect on the project.

Negative risk management
• Avoid – Change your project plan so that the negative risk is no longer a possibility

• Mitigate – Invest in small amounts of time and resources in responses that will decrease 
either the likelihood of a negative risk occurring or the impact if the negative risk is 
realised

• Transfer – Shift the risk to another person, group, or organization that is in a better 
position to manage the risk

• Accept – It is unlikely that you will choose this response for any of your top negative risks, 
but it is included because it is the response that research project teams apply to most of 
the negative risks that they identify



Having a plan for when things change

Positive risk management
• Exploit: Change the plan so that the positive risk becomes an opportunity that the 

project benefits from

• Enhance: Change or adjust your plan to increase the likelihood of a positive risk being 
realized or to increase the impact if it is realised

• Share: Partner with others so that you are in a better position to realise benefits from 
the positive risk if it becomes a real opportunity

• Accept: Do not actively invest any resources in increasing the likelihood or impact of 
the positive risk, but know that you can still realize benefits if opportunity knocks



Having a plan for when things change

Risk Likelihood Impact if realised Response

Non-responsive partner Medium-high Very high Avoid: Tailor 
communications format and 
frequency to partner’s 
preferences.
Mitigate: Develop 
relationships with people at 
multiple levels of partner’s 
organisation

Insufficient data

Staff member leaves

A new project partner wants to join



Having a plan for when things change

Use the Risk Management sheet to consider your own 
negative and positive risks and your responses to them



Project Kick-off
• Kick-off meeting

• Formally start the project

• Introduce the workstream or deliverable leads and other team members to each 

other

• Establish a common understanding of scope in terms of deliverables

• Communicate major things that have changed since the grant application was 

submitted

• Ensure that everyone knows about important dates and constraints

• Present the project’s governance and decision-making processes

• Distinguish between the changes deliverable leads can make on their own and 

those that require additional approvals

• Make people aware of key opportunities for the project and high-level risks

• Begin to build relationships within the team



Using a tracking sheet to monitor 
progress
Using a tracking sheet

• Created and populated in Microsoft Excel (or other spreadsheet app)
• A detailed working document that drives progress in the context of the WBS and deliverable-

based Gantt chart
• Displays groups of upcoming tasks and milestones for each deliverable so that they are all
• in the line of sight

• Simultaneous tracking of multiple upcoming tasks and milestones
• If the next planned task or milestone is delayed, other tasks and milestones related to the 

deliverable are visible
• Simplifies project communications and eliminates the need for many other documents, such as 

detailed minutes, lists of action items, or individual emails with project information
• Decreases risk by providing details about what is happening between the start and end dates 

for each deliverable
• Should be placed in Sharepoint (or another shared drive) for all team members to see 



Using a tracking sheet to monitor 
progress



Using a tracking sheet to monitor 
progress

Project management information systems

• Where all updates and details on progress are collated and organised (similar to a tracking 
sheet)

• University of Liverpool tracking tools and post-award support (LilyPAD etc.) 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/intranet/research-support-office/post-award/ 

• UoL PMIS: Microsoft Planner

• Other free PMIS: https://asana.com, https://trello.com, https://clickup.com, 
https://www.atlassian.com/software/jira 

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/intranet/research-support-office/post-award/
https://asana.com/
https://trello.com/
https://clickup.com
https://www.atlassian.com/software/jira


What do you use to monitor your 
deliverables?



Agile project management

• An iterative approach to delivering a project throughout its life cycle
• Iterative or agile life cycles are composed of several iterations or incremental steps towards 

the completion of a project
• Can adjust targets as you go along rather than following a linear path

• Frequently used in software development projects to promote speed and adaptability for design
• Can be useful for multi-/inter-disciplinary projects or responsive, participant-led research



Agile project management

Agile Research Delivery teams take LOLIPOP study into the community:
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/story/agile-research-delivery-teams-take-lolipop-study-community 

Agile by accident: how to apply Agile principles in academic research projects: 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s43545-023-00823-3 

Bridging the ‘Valley of Death’: Can Agile Principles Be Applied in Industry-Academia 
Research and Innovation Projects?
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13132-021-00846-2 

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/story/agile-research-delivery-teams-take-lolipop-study-community
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s43545-023-00823-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13132-021-00846-2


Successful project delivery
• Create a work breakdown structure for your project

• Identify the deliverables and responsibilities for each workstream

• Track and drive your research project progress
• Use a trackable Gantt chart or separate project progress table
• Refer to this in team and 1:1 meetings and drive expectation that this is completed 

by those responsible

• Identify the risks and have a high-level plan for if they are realised
• Use a risk management plan

• Consider the need for additional plans (project dependent)
• Communications plan
• Stakeholder engagement plan
• Professional development plan
• Outputs Development plan



Closing the project

• Take time to organise key project documents and move to separate folder than the 
rest of the project files

• Identify any outstanding requirements related to closure (e.g., final report for funder), 
and assign specific people to complete each of them

• Hold a lessons-learned session

• Have a celebration; recognise people’s contributions and project accomplishments 
even if it did not go as planned

• Set reminders to follow-up with knowledge users and intended beneficiaries 
(demonstrating impact)



Questions?



Resources

• Research Project Management and Leadership: A Handbook for Everyone (2024) 
Author: P. Alison Paprica

• UoL Research Funding and Outputs Hub

• Managing your projects using Microsoft 365 (LinkedIn Learning)

• UoL support for managing your project post-award

• The UoL Research Fellows Toolkit

• UoL Leadership and Management development training and further resources

• Recruiting research staff

• What is Agile Project Management

https://utppublishing.com/doi/abs/10.3138/9781487544461
https://utppublishing.com/doi/abs/10.3138/9781487544461
https://staff.liverpool.ac.uk/research/research-funding-and-outputs-hub/
https://www.linkedin.com/learning/managing-projects-with-microsoft-365/leveling-up-your-projects?u=41910772
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/intranet/research-support-office/post-award/
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/intranet/the-academy/leading/
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/intranet/the-academy/leading/
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/intranet/research-support-office/post-award/staff/
https://www.apm.org.uk/resources/find-a-resource/agile-project-management/
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