Interview with Nicola Walsh, Library Knowledge Services Manager, Leeds Mental Health Trust
Please describe your current role

My job title is Library Knowledge Services Manager and I’m responsible for the strategic management of trust libraries and the management of the administration function of the postgraduate centre. 

Could you briefly tell us about a recent project that you managed? Things like aims, objectives and reasons for its commission

About 18 months ago I was involved in an information needs analysis project and we undertook that to gain a better understanding of the information needs of the workforce. It was quite a timely project; the library had just been restructured, there had been some decentralisation of trust staff. Also the library had been moved from quite a central building where lots of staff worked to just one of the many trust sites around Leeds and it seemed like a good time to see what the general feel for the library service was and find out about people’s perceptions and expectations.

Talk us through the first steps after project initiation. What kind of decisions did you have to make?

The starting point was looking at what we could reasonably achieve in the time that we had. The person who was leading the project was on a short-term contract, so that gave us a deadline from the outset. The first stage was setting timescales and planning and creating a framework for the project and then it was much easier to fill in the gaps. We also looked at costs to make sure we could meet them and we set a budget.

What do you consider to be the main stages that make effective project management?

For this particular project we used Henczel’s seven stage plan which starts with the planning process and moves right through to evaluation. I think this mirrors a lot of project management life cycles; so starting with a concept, moving through to the design feasibility, planning stage and then to implementation and finally ending up with the evaluation.
What do you consider to be the main challenges of project management?

I think for me in this project it was really finding the time to dedicate to it, the time to fit in with the other requirements of my role. It was also quite a balancing act keeping everything running, particularly if something went wrong just trying to bring it back on track and also making sure everyone was informed appropriately.

A major part of successful project management is sticking to deadlines. How easy did you find this in your project and what were the reasons for your success or failure?

The project team met regularly so this was an opportunity to check that we were sticking to the deadlines. There was some flexibility in the timescale and so I think we did quite well overall. The main timescale that we did miss was the writing of the report and I think we really just underestimated how long that would take.

How did you monitor and assess the development of your project over time?

As I’ve just mentioned the project team met regularly so this allowed us an opportunity to check how we were progressing against timescales that we’d set. It also allowed us to identify any risks to the project. Also there were just a few things that we did that we didn’t know if they’d work until we tried them so these meetings gave us an opportunity to reflect and adapt if we needed to.

How did you know that the project was finished?

Well we had the project plan and the endpoint within that was the production of the report which detailed the findings and the recommendations so once this was written and disseminated that really was the end of the project. From then we did the evaluation and also tried to make sure that we embedded the project into library services so that we could use it as an ongoing tool.

What do you think was done well in the project and what do you think could have perhaps been done better form a project management perspective?
I think the planning was done very well. We did identify this as an important component right from the beginning and spent a lot of time on it and it did take longer than we had envisaged. We also didn’t allow enough time for the report writing but I think as this was the last stage of the project, it didn’t really impact on anything else. Also one of the most useful things that we did do was to record our learning outcomes after the project and I also think that having the structure of the Henczel seven stage plan was a real bonus. We also read through a few reports from similar projects and tried to incorporate that learning into ours.
What kinds of skills did you require in order to project manage and how did you acquire these skills either formally or informally?

I think organisational skills are key. Having a project manager or a project team is really important, just having a person that can actually oversee the whole project. Also communication skills, it’s really important to let everyone know what’s going on when necessary and I also think that written communication skills in terms of writing up the report and doing the evaluation and disseminating that is just really important. I think that those skills are key information skills so they’ve probably just been acquired over time.
What kind of projects do you envisage you’ll be involved in, in the future?

I would have thought something similar to what I’ve described here today but perhaps on a smaller scale and I’m also scheduled to be involved in a knowledge management project for the trust.
