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10 Ways to get more out of Microsoft Project,
The essential guide to realistic project planning

This is a guide for people that are trying to get more out of Microsoft Project. This article

assumes you have used Microsoft Project.
Our top 7 tips are:

Don't use default settings

Make sure your tasks have predecessors and successors
Don't overuse constraint dates

Don't put constraints on summary tasks

Don’'t assume your resources are always available

Don't put resources on summary tasks

N o g s~ N pRe

Know Microsoft Project’s limitations

Through this article we will explain why we recommend you follow these tips and in what

circumstances you should consider adopting them.

Three bonus tips are available at the end of the gu  ide.
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1. Do not use Project’s default settings.

If you use the out of the box settings for Microsoft Project everything works fine until you start
to update your project plan only then will you notice some behavior that you may not want or
understand. When you change the number of resources or the amount of work in the task
this will change the duration of the task. While this may be right in some circumstances it

also may be wrong.

Usually when people change work or % allocation on a task you still have to deliver it on the
same dates or possibly earlier. So we suggest making the below changes and updating the

duration manually if it is required.

Task duration can be kept constant with 2 simple changes.

Go to the -> Tools menu and select -> Options and then select the “Schedule” tab

Change 1: Change “Default task type” to “fixed duration”; what this does is change the way

Microsoft Project calculates the task dates to be based on the duration of the task not the

level that the resource is assigned.

Change 2: Uncheck “New tasks are effort driven”
This means if you change effort on a task, the duration of the task will not change.
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View I General Edit Calendar |
Save Interface Security
Schedule | cakustion Speling Colsborate |

Schedule options for Microsoft Office Project
™ show scheduling messages

Show assignment units as a: IPer:entage :]
Scheduling options for ‘'msp sample file for 5 thing not to do etc..mpp'
New tasks: Start On Project Start Date :]
Duration is entered in: Days |
Work is entered in: |Hours :J
Default task type: |Fixed Duration :_I

T~ New tasks are effort driven

¥ autolink inserted or moved tasks

I™ split in-progress tasks

[V Tasks will always honor their constraint dates
™ Show that tasks have estimated durations

I™ New tasks have estimated durations Set as Default

Figure 1: Microsoft Project Options

After making those changes you might want to set them as default for all new projects you
create. If you already have existing Microsoft Project plans you’ll have to double check the
characteristics of tasks you've already created. This can be done by inserting the “effort
driven” column and the “type” column into the Gantt chart view and then changing them to be

the same as your new defaults (fixed duration and not effort driven).

Note: Both Fixed Work and Effort driven are best used when work is fixed like a fixed price
contract and you are resource constrained to complete the work. If this describes most of

your projects then shipped default may be ok for you.

2. Tasks should have predecessors that reflect real ity.

Except for the first task in your plan (based on date not id), most tasks will have other tasks

which have to be completed first.

E.g. you can’t build the walls of house until after the foundation has been laid.

ample the laying of the foundation is a predecessor task to building the walls.

n uses successors and predecessors, then re-forecasting the entire plan is very easy
involves changing a date or 2 rather than going through and changing the start date

task.
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Predecessors can be entered in the “predecessor” column of the Gantt chart view.

Different predecessor relationships can be entered most easily on the task details view on the
“predecessors” tab. The task details can be opened by double clicking a task entry on the

Gantt chart view.

Note: In some versions of Microsoft Project there is a maximum limit to the number of
predecessors / successors you can enter of 100 for any single task or milestone. If you hit
this magic number we suggest you create a Milestone that links to your task and then link off

your new milestone to the remainder of your tasks.

3. Use constraint dates sparingly

This is a simple thing, which takes a little discipline to begin with but also saves you time in

the long run when you update your plan.
Setting a start no earlier than constraint and entering a date means that the task will not start
any earlier than the date specified no matter what happens (even if it otherwise could). So

your project could be finishing later than it has to.

[~ ~

Task Information [Z]
General l Predecessors ] Resources Advanced I Notes I Custom Fields I
Mame: |Task 1 Duration: |ld j’ [~ Estimated
Constrain task
Deadline: INP& :I
Constraint type: |Ee(aueia= =@l 1 | Constraint date: INA j
Task type: IFixed Duration :] I~ Effort driven
Calendar: INOHE :I | o
WBS code: [1.1
Earned value method: % Complete _'_]
™ Mark task as milestone
Help OK I Cancel

Figure 2: Microsoft Project Task Information

ts are great planning tools to use, be careful though, if you have to rework a plan
of constraints each one will need to be rechecked after changes are made, that’s
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why it's easier to use predecessor/successor relationships with tasks as Microsoft Project will
recalculate them after every change.

Note: This follows on from tip 2 and if you do both of these it will make updating and re-

forecasting your plan much easier.

4. Don't put predecessor/successor constraints on s ummary tasks

Summary tasks provide a roll up of the tasks information below them, e.g. | need a summary
of all the development tasks in my project.

Predecessors and successors on summary tasks can also cause your project to be planned

to finish later than it could if you only use dependencies between tasks.

Look at the finish of “Task 4” for both of the schedules below. On the first schedule
“Summary 2" finishes on the 15/3/07 this is due to the relationship with “Summary 1" being a
predecessor to “Summary 2”. This relationship is preventing “Task 3” from starting before the
completion of “Task 2". If this was actually the case it is better to make “Task 2" a
predecessor to “Task 3.

©  TaskName Duration Start Finish  |Predecessors |11 Mar 07 |
. | _ SjEMERTIS iy S| TN RS

1 = Summary 1 2 days Mon 12/0307 Tue 13/03/07

2 Task 1 1day Mon 120307 Mon 12,0307

3 Task 2 1day Tue 130307 Tue 1300307 2

4 = Summary 2 2 days Wed 1403/07 Thu 15/03/07 1

5 Task 3 1 day Wed 14/03/07 Wed 1400307 2

6 Task 4 1day Thu1S0307 Thu 150307 5

Figure 3: Gantt with Summary Logic

In reality “Task 2” and “Task 3” can run at the same time, this means that “Task 4” can finish

on the 14/3/07, a day earlier than the previous example.

©  TaskName Duration Start Finish  |Predecessors |11 Mar 07 |
| _ 3 O ([T ] [ (i
= Summary 1 2 days Mon 12/0307 Tue 13/03/07
Task 1 1day Mon 120307 Mon 120307
Task 2 1day Tue130307 Tue 130307 2
=l Summary 2 2 days Tue 1310307 Wed 1403/07
Task 3 1day Tue130307 Tue130307)2
Task 4 1 day Wed 140307 Wed 14003107 5 1

Figure 4: Gantt without Summary Logic
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5. Never assume resources are available 100% of the time

With Microsoft Project’s default settings when you enter a resource against a task Microsoft
Project allocates it at 100% which means if the task goes for 1 week, that person will be
working on the task 8 hours a day (40 hours per week).

If there is actually 40 hours of work to complete the task you have to ask yourself a question,
are these people really available to work on your project 40 hours each week or will they be
working on other projects, business as usual and doing all the usual things people do during

their day.

The real world answer is somewhere between 50% and 90% of a person’s time can be spent

working on your project depending on your organization.

As a rule of thumb start with an availability of 75% and go from there.
Change:

Go to - > view -> resource sheet

To change this you go to each resource and change the max units to 75% (or what you feel is

appropriate).

Now when you add a resource to a task the most they can be put against a task is 75%.

o Resource Name Type Max. Units | Std. Rate Ovt. Rete CostUse Accrue At Base Calendar
1 Resource 1 Work 75%  $10.00Mw $0.00/ 1 $0.00 Prorated Standard
2 & Resource 2 Work 75% $10.000r $0.001 $0.00 Prorated Standard

Figure 5: Microsoft Project Resource Sheet

6. Don’t put resources on summary tasks
The purpose of the summary task is to roll up the information about the tasks below it. By

putti sources on the summary task they get included in the summary information and the

The impact of putting resources on summary tasks is that it can cause budget / work

uble counted.

columns called “work” and “cost” in to your display.
asks under a summary task.
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On the tasks (not the summary task) put on a single resource.

For the Summary task “Cost” and “Work” is the sum of the 2 tasks underneath it.

Figure 6: Resources assigned (not to summary tasks)

If you add a resource to the summary task look at what happens.

Figure 7: Resources assigned (to summary tasks as well)

When you put resources on summary tasks’ the result is that the totals overstate the amount
of work and associated costs. The work is also double counted on the resource allocation.

So don't put resources on your summary tasks unless you understand the consequences.

7. Know Microsoft Project’s limitations

Microsoft Project standard and professional editions do have limitations. They are restrictive
to collaboration. Getting status of work requires phone calls, emails the possibility of multiple

versions of the project plan and a high risk of something getting lost along the way.

It doesn’'t have a comprehensive set of tools that allow you to do reporting or manage issues
risks and change requests, forget managing programs or project portfolios without installing

Proj erver, Portfolio Server, Share Point, Exchange Server, SQL Server etc.

t do the timesheeting for your staff.

management is a separate module in addition to the modules listed above.
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So while this guide will help you get more out of Microsoft Project it can’t help you move to
the next level in project management as this requires a centralized tool. So instead of
spending years to implement Microsoft Project Server why not talk to bijingo about b-smart
SaaS (Software as a Service). It offers comprehensive functionality and can be implemented

in 6-12 weeks. b-smart allows you to import your Microsoft Project plans quickly and easily.

To read more about b-smart SaaS then go to http://www.bijingo.com/project-management-

software-overview.html for a product overview.

Download product brochures at www.bijingo.com/downloads

Call bijingo on +61 3 9428 6400 or email us at info@bijingo.com to arrange a demo.

Bonus Tip 1: When you type in the Start or Finish fields in Microsoft Project, this
automatically sets a constraint either start no earlier than the start date or finish no later than
the finish date respectively. This will also cause additional maintenance when you need to

reforecast your work.

Bonus Tip 2: Be wary of “cut and paste” if you are integrating Microsoft Project with any
other tools. When you cut and paste tasks the UID (Unique ID) gets changed. This may not

give you the intended results with respect to integration with other tools.

Bonus Tip 3: If you want to improve your project delivery in a hurry Register for a demo with

bijingo now.
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