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As a discipline, industrial engineering seeks to opti- 
mize complex processes and improve systems, knowledge and 
information, and it can be applied to many different settings. IEs 
work in manufacturing, healthcare, human resources, logistics, 
social services and industry, and, as the University of Buffalo’s 
industrial engineering department website points out, “Oppor-
tunities exist for further study in medicine or law, where the 
combination of industrial engineering skills is uniquely valuable.”

On a daily basis, industrial engineers design, specify, predict 
and evaluate results so that optimal outcomes are achieved. Of all 
engineering disciplines, industrial engineering is the one where 
human processes and systems merge with operations for the 
greater good of society. As such, industrial engineers have a keen 
sense of curiosity and a passion for solving problems and waste 
reduction – all with the objective of making a difference. When 
one evaluates the long list of problems that industrial engineers 
solve, it becomes clear that projects and project management are 
part of what we do. Consider the following:

• Determining which types of jobs are most suitable for special 
populations of workers, such as the elderly and the handicapped

• Designing a new plan for scheduling operating rooms in a 
hospital 

• Determining the optimal routing of ambulances through a city 
• Developing programs for analyzing human reliability to assess 

workplace safety

In many cases, these problems, and even those that are more 
related to manufacturing or industry, would be solved as part of 
a project. And both student and professional industrial engineers 
are well-acquainted with project management.

With this foundation, the IE’s project management knowledge, 
especially the orientation toward human efficiency, is prime for 
application in volunteer settings and nontraditional arenas that 
also can benefit from process improvement, efficiency, enhanced 
knowledge and problem-solving. And church and community 
volunteering are prime examples.

MINISTERIAL AVOCATION
Project managers can apply efficient principles  

of work to where they worship and serve
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Opportunities to serve
Church committees and leaders often do projects. Examples 
include planning and executing a food pantry, renovating a 
parsonage, developing a new educational ministry, and planning 
layouts of service facilities or free community meals for the home-
less. Many of these endeavors require smooth people flows to 
assure efficient service and accommodation. But the difference is 
that churches rarely use proper project management techniques 
unless, for example, contracted resources are brought in as part 
of a major capital campaign. Furthermore, project management 
workshops typically are not taught as a church leadership tool, nor 
are they part of church leadership training in seminaries.

Organizations like churches can benefit from project manage-
ment. Let me justify this observation with an example. One 
church with a small congregation owned a property that required 
improvements. The church undertook a capital building project, 
which included gutting the building, without having a project 
schedule, resource plan or finance strategy. The project was not 

completed, and the property now stands unused. If project 
management concepts had been implemented, the management 
approach and strategy likely would have been different. Project 
management research stresses that the concept is viable in all orga-
nizations, even though it is used broadly only in the private sector. 

“The importance of project management is an important topic 
because all [organizations], be they small or large, at one time or 
other, are involved in implementing new undertakings,” Sandro 
Azzopardi wrote in “The Evolution of Project Management” for 
Projectsmart.co.uk. “These undertakings may be diverse, such as 
the development of a new … service; the establishment of a new 
… enterprise; a public relations promotion campaign; or a major 
building program.” As such, project management can become an 
important component of leadership within any organization.

Leadership is important in all organizations, including the 
church, as James Kouzes and Barry Posner point out in The Leader-
ship Challenge, where they assert that leadership makes it possible 
for others to do good work and to produce results that give people 
a sense of personal power and ownership. 

Likewise, L.M. Russell, discussing the importance of leadership 
in church organizations in The Future of Partnership, writes: “Lead-
ership is needed for [church] communities as for other human 
communities, but not necessarily leadership in a fixed hierarchi-
cal model. Churches are likely to grow toward partnership among 
their members when there is a dynamic of leadership among a 
variety of people and not just one leader.”

Thus, project management, because of its focus on the team 
approach, can become an important leadership strategy for a 
congregation because the tools require the involvement of a 
diverse group of people with varying skills and gifts. Furthermore, 
there is a solid theological base that supports the theory that proj-
ect management concepts can add value to ministry effectiveness. 

Profit or service – doesn’t matter
Considering project management is a tool for effective manage-
ment, John M. Nicholas and Herman Steyn affirmed that 
numerous organizations could benefit from the application 
of project management. Although they were writing in Project  
Management for Business, Engineering, and Technology: Principles and 
Practices, the authors noted that it didn’t matter whether the orga-
nization’s mission was driven by profit or service: “Although often 
used in construction and technology industries, basic project 
management could readily be applied to small, nontechnical activ-
ities as well, including arts and social sciences.”

Be it a large corporation, a social service nonprofit or church 
organization, all projects go through a series of stages during their 
lives, regardless of scope, project size, or complexity. Project and 
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project manager success depend on paying attention to the details 
of this process. Jason Westland’s The Project Management Life Cycle: 
A Complete Step-By-Step Methodology for Initiating, Planning, Execut-
ing and Closing a Project Successfully specifically focuses on the topic 
of project life cycle. The book highlights four phases of project 
management: initiation, planning, execution and closing.

With IEs volunteering their project management skill set and 
with a strong emphasis on lean, they are able to bring to bear key 
learning – the need to learn from experience (sometimes referred 
to as yokoten) so it can be shared in future projects. In other words, 
IEs can bring emphasis on the importance of the evaluation phase 
after a project is complete. 

However, project managers must adapt a bit when they enter 
the volunteer setting. A project manager in the general industrial 
engineering world makes a commitment to achieve a project’s 
objective while meeting a promised timeline without using more 
money or other resources than those originally allocated. True, IEs 
who enter a church organization, social or not-for-profit setting 
must consider the same basics, such as schedule, objectives and 
resource requirements. But in an organization that is more closely 
related to a church setting, project managers should consider nine 
additional characteristics, according to the “Project Management 
T-Kit” from the youth partnership of the European Commission 
and the Council of Europe:

1. The project manager should be an organizer with the capacity to 
understand, plan and coordinate efforts and resources to meet 
the objectives.

2. The project manager should be a strategist able to set clear long- 
and short-term objectives, keeping these in mind together with 
the reasons for the project’s existence.

3. The project manager must be a motivator with the skills and 
attitudes that enable him or her to motivate and commit people 
to the project or to participate in it. This is, of course, critical 
for unpaid organizations, community volunteers and young 
people.

4. The project manager needs to have the ability to raise money, 
with the knowledge and confidence to apply for funds to 
administer the project. The manager also must account for the 
money with integrity and competence.

5. The project manager has to be an activist, someone who is able 
to spot initiatives and organize ideas into meaningful actions 
with clear values that evolve over time.

6. The project manager ought to be a visionary, someone who is 
able to imagine social good, innovation and change.

7. The project manager should be a community worker, someone 
who has particular concern for the affairs of the community 

and/or the church organization the person is involved in.
8. The project manager should be somewhat of a social worker, 

someone who is capable of caring for people without replac-
ing them. This involves instilling in people the motivation and 
confidence to take part in shaping their own future and realizing 
their projects.

9. The project manager has to be a teacher and a learner, a person 
capable of empowering people, while at the same time being 
able to learn from the experiences and use that for the church, 
project or community. The project manager must monitor and 
evaluate a process in relation to the objectives, changing plans 
and ultimately objectives in relation to the circumstances. 

Receptive congregations
In order to test the idea of applying this industrial engineer-
ing concept in a real setting, I developed a project management 
workshop for use in churches. The workshop had the objective of 
providing fundamental knowledge of project management. 

The training involved two parts. First, participants learned 
basic knowledge about project management in a classroom 
setting. Then the participants had to execute a project based on 
the classroom training. Two four-hour workshops were held with 
two different organizations. One project had a team of six, which 
had the objective of developing a plan for expanding the building 
capacity of the church. The other project team had 11 participants. 
This team had the objective of improving the facility’s insulation. 

At the completion of training and project closure and evalua-
tion, a training assessment was completed by all participants. A 
key question that participants were asked was “Should project 
management be taught and applied in churches?” Not surpris-
ingly, 100 percent of the participants agreed that it should. 

To show how project management can be implemented effec-
tively in church projects, let’s examine the case of one of our church 
members who had a passion for community health education.

She had an idea for a project that would raise awareness about 
the prevalence of heart disease in women in the church and 
community. In addition to ministering to the needs of the church, 
the project would support the American Heart Association. After 
sharing the idea, an IIE member who had project management 
experience provided some fundamentals of project management. 
The idea was then presented to the pastor and leaders of the 
church to get agreement and sponsorship. 

She then met with some of the women of the church to pres-
ent the idea and get volunteers to serve as project team members. 
With leadership support, a sponsor and committed volunteers, 
they now had a project: “The Westside Go Red for Woman Tea.”

As the team met, members defined and agreed on the project 



August	2014  45

objective, timeline, roles and responsibilities and developed a 
project plan, which included required tasks. Their project plan-
ning included estimating and tracking costs, as well as securing 
community speakers. The project team met regularly to update 
the status of actions and tasks, ultimately executing the event in 
February 2013. Although they didn’t do it formally, team members 
listened for voice of the customer feedback during the event, and 
attendees had a positive reception.

 During their initial project planning phase, team members 
also scheduled a project evaluation meeting to review what 
went well, key learning and opportunities for improvement. 
The initial idea was to make it a yearly event. The evaluation 
phase was documented using a project evaluation form that 
was provided by the pastor based on his project management 
experience. 

The project team gathered again in the fall to begin planning the 
2014 project. With the same project team in place, team members 
reviewed additional resource requirements as well as prepared 
the 2014 project objectives, task requirements and budget. In 
planning this year’s project, they pulled out their notes from the 
previous year’s end-of-project evaluation and incorporated the 
learning into the new plan.

The 2014 project was executed as planned, and the team 
achieved its objectives of increased fundraising and added 
community participation.

Managing and ministering
Industrial engineers find ways to eliminate waste and ineffective-
ness in processes while working to devise efficient ways to use 
resources, including volunteers, to achieve the optimal project 
objective. Project management is effective in making sure plans 
actually come to fruition. Plus, the economic challenges of the past 
few years have placed enormous strain on the resources available 
to local churches. As such, local churches are ever mindful of being 
good stewards of the resources and gifts they are committed to 
managing. 

It is imperative that church leaders use all available tools that 
will help effectively manage and lead the organization. Project 
management tools can help them do their work more efficiently 
and potentially at a lower cost. In short, the church can learn to 
execute its work smarter, not harder. Not only will this help the 
church survive in this age, it will allow for more effective ministries 
that serve the community. Applying project management in the 
context of the church is one way to achieve that result. d
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the right jobs for project ManageMent
Many people take the wrong lessons from Steve Jobs’ management style, according to Business Insider. They replicate his 
abrasive, difficult disposition, which misses the real reasons behind Apple’s extraordinary success.

Jobs constantly pushed to keep projects going while making sure his teams knew they were working toward a shared 
vision, not just to make a phone, but to change the way people thought of phones. Here are four powerful techniques:

Apple’s structure comes 
from a schedule of annual 
product releases and soft-
ware updates that keep 
projects moving and force 
teams to innovate. In your 
case, regular meetings 
could avoid wasting time 
with long email chains. 
Ambitious deadlines also 
can compensate for unex-
pected delays.

Mistaking the difference 
between the two can wreck 
a project. Make team 
members demonstrate that 
they understand you, and 
make sure you demonstrate 
that you understand them.

Actively inspiring your 
team is vital, particularly 
when employees make un-
expected but needed chang-
es. Inspire your team by 
getting to know them. Find 
out their goals, help them 
move toward their ideal 
and never get in their way.

Structure, understanding 
and inspiration depend on 
the irreplaceable manage-
ment skill of communica-
tion. Being genuine is best. 
Don’t say what you don’t 
believe. Stress accountabil-
ity and don’t compromise 
those principles. Phony 
enthusiasm will kill any 
enthusiasm in your team 
members.

1.  Create structure 2.   Don’t just listen –  
 understand

3.   Don’t under- 
 estimate inspiration

4.  Communicate


