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When I was asked to talk about managing workflows for grant projects, I was 
reflecting back on these two projects I managed which were very similar in nature to 
each other-- both were collections of electrical transcriptions discs, both cataloging 
grants, but with some key differences– one was a private grant which gave us a bit 
more freedom to purchase equipment, materials, furniture and include percentages 
of institutional staff time; and the other was a publicly-funded grant in which we 
contributed a greater cost-share by coupling it with preservation activities which we 
had not done on the first grant.

Looking back at this I was trying to determine what would be most valuable to convey 
about grant-funded projects in particular because essentially, as I noted in my 
abstract, managing workflows for grant projects is basic project management but 
with this additional key stakeholder. 
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More useful than touting a particular project management style for workflow 
management is to identify those strategies you can employ to confront any 
challenges you might face. Because you can’t predict everything, and that’s okay. It’s 
how you respond that matters. So what I will advocate for is an approach that is 
focused on the people and more specifically the relationships. Having had to face 
some pretty daunting challenges on the first grant project, it became readily apparent 
to me that managing those relationships was the key to workable solutions and 
thinking about the project stakeholders served as a great guide to decision-making.
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Because if we’re being honest, this is what our grants became: For the Mellon grant, 
we had to ask for an extension, we doubled the size of the staff and increased 
student support, and we folded in some preservation work (which we also had to ask 
for). Seeing it here, it doesn’t look so bad, but believe me it felt bad and if I’ve got 
time, I’ll be sharing a few of these challenges and what we did. But you can see that 
we learned from the grant to better plan and execute the NEH grant we received. And 
in fact was able to over-perform with far less staffing.
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First I want to take a moment to step back and look at something that should’ve 
happened in the planning phase – identifying the stakeholders. This list could change 
depending upon your project.
• Content producers/Collection donors – presumably you already have agreements 

in place so this is more of a managed relationship/marketing situation.
• Funding agency – has its own set of requirements, but you should already be 

familiar with them if you were involved in the grant-writing process.
• Project partners – institutional, contract agencies, etc.
• Project management team – administering budget as well; hybrid of institutional 

folks and temporary.
• Project staff - Usually temporary because most grant agencies are very clear about 

not being a salary/budget relief program for institutions. The temporariness of the 
project team members is definitely a challenge and possible opportunity that I’ll 
discuss later.

• Institutional staff – they are impacted – need space for the project team; might 
need to call on them for supporting services.

• Consumers - These are the people that you hope will benefit from this project –
whether it be researchers (exposing some collection), faculty (implementing new 
service), or institutions (building model for them to use).
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A quick roundup of grant projects and why they might be different from other 
projects:
• Constraints include a defined scope, prescribed goals and objectives, and a hard 

deadline. So basically, many decisions have already been made and you might find 
yourself working with a plan you weren’t involved in writing. These set parameters 
means that you could view grant projects as less flexible, but really it’s an 
accountability measure and I found it a learning opportunity for better decision-
making, planning, etc.

• On the flip-side, you’ve got certain securities in place that are predictable and can 
ultimately be very appealing and reassuring. With separate funds toward travel, 
training, equipment, staffing, you could view grant positions as recession-proof 
which we were grateful for given that the recession hit shortly after we embarked 
on our project. That could, however, cause some strain with institutional staff.

• And finally, outputs include formal reporting – frequency is determined by the 
grant requirements but usually it’s periodically appropriate to the length of your 
project. It’s also an opportunity to reflect on your project and make assessments. 
And often you end up developing a separate marketing plan for your project. 
Granting agencies like to see that their funds are having a measurable impact.
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The next several slides are my recommendations to project managers – and is 
focused on positioning yourself to address challenges well and what you should 
consider when you’re confronted with them. 

So first off, it helps to be mentally prepared. And I can tell you I was in a much better 
place on the second project when I acknowledged these things.

• The grant funder believes in you. And they believe in your ability to manage it 
responsibly. And by YOU, I mean all those involved across the board – from the PI 
down to the staff. It’s in everyone’s best interest to accomplish the work 
responsibly.

• You are not alone. Don’t forget that although your project may be self-contained, 
you do not operate in a bubble - there are lots of people around you that support
the project and that could potentially help you if it comes to it.

• Expect some challenges. It’ll be less devastating if you do.
• And finally be prepared to reflect and learn from your mistakes and don’t beat 

yourself up over them. It’ll help you plan projects better.

7



In terms of planning the grant project, a lot of it should already be in place. But 
especially when you are new to an institution, you should orient yourself to the 
available resources, tools, and expertise; and familiarize yourself with the project 
goals and grant requirements…these are keys to knowing what you’re working with, 
what’s allowed, etc. Positioning yourself to call upon expertise means you need to 
develop an awareness of what’s available, develop relationships with institutional 
staff, and of course, your project staff because you may need to leverage those skills 
or expertise to address problems. Prepare your workspace well because when facing 
any challenges, you don’t want your setup and use of ineffective tools to serve as a 
hindrance or barrier to adequately addressing those issues. And finally if you have a 
staff to hire, remember that turnover causes unnecessary delays and issues with 
spending down the budget so make those decisions carefully. 
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I strongly believe in the team approach because it puts the project goals at the focus which if 
successfully met means all stakeholders are happy. The team approach means everyone is 
ready to use their unique skillset to contribute to solutions together – that’s the ideal position 
to be in when you’ve got issues to address. That demands an environment where open 
communication is encouraged and input is welcome, where success is shared, and where 
trust is built. Staff should recognize their value and be invested in the project outcomes. So 
what does that look like practically? One way in which we chose to create a team 
environment was making sure we celebrated milestones, staff participated in presentations 
and project promotion which was especially important since I had career-track staff, and by 
addressing threats to the team culture immediately. That’s part of the trust-building. 

And unfortunately, I did find myself in a position where I had to address a threat. To be less 
vague about, I started the phased disciplinary action process on a staff member who was 
coming in late, leaving early, falsely reporting time, taking back-to-back breaks, challenging 
me on a number of issues which were easily justified through university policy, after giving 
this individual ample opportunity to correct their behavior. As I said earlier, turnover can 
cause unnecessary delays and would set us back in spending down the budget so 
administratively for grants, turnover is generally to be avoided. But when thinking about the 
project team and about the bottom-line outcome given our deadline-driven project, I came 
to the conclusion that allowing uncooperative behavior to continue would deflate the trust 
and sense of team that we had built. An environment where doing the right thing is 
undermined by a lack of action taken on someone who was doing the wrong thing is an anti-
team environment. 
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So once you’ve built your team, it’s important that they and institutional staff 
understand their roles in context. Efforts should be made to integrate them into the 
institutional environment regardless of their temporary status. As I said, you do not 
operate in a bubble and you may need to call upon the assistance of those around 
you and they should be aware of that. You want to avoid an us vs. them culture and 
engage with institutional staff– that means being involved in activities but also 
making sure that institutional leadership engenders cooperation and understanding 
that the grant team is working on a deadline-driven project so an added pressure to 
perform means they might not participate in every activity or be able to serve on 
committees. Communication and transparency feed into sharing your success as well. 
On our projects we reported out to the library every month so that our work was 
transparent, and when it was time to celebrate big milestones we did so library-wide. 

On the first project, we failed to adequately engage with institutional staff in that 
there was a definite sense of separation between the work we were doing and the 
work that supported the project so when we needed assistance, it was initially not 
met with a positive response. Buy in is important – you want people to want to help 
you when needed. Once I learned this, we worked quite well together on the next 
project.
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Monitoring the project is a normal phase of any project, but I felt it was important to 
tease it out here because ultimately it helps to be aware of where you are in the 
course of your work especially if you find yourself in a position where changes are 
needed in order to ensure the project is completed well and on time. 
• If benchmarks haven’t already been set, it’s important to do so and use them to 

measure and assess your progress in meeting project goals.
• That means ongoing evaluation and judgment calls should be made. When 

tracking progress, be honest about where you are and what you can do. 
• If you find that you need to make changes, then you should keep project priorities 

in mind and be flexible (but realistic) toward exploring creative solutions. And that 
includes drawing upon your team to take on additional responsibilities if 
necessary, making changes to existing workflows, or perhaps drawing upon 
institutional staff with administrative support. 

One straightforward strategy for evaluating the project is to hold periodic meetings 
with staff and the management team. We found that we didn’t need to do this very 
often because I also provided monthly reports which included our progress and 
captured the activities that we were engaged with. That really helped us to stay on 
top of things and be accountable. The PI really appreciated these reports because 
they made drafting the official reports to the grant agency a fairly easy undertaking.
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So what happens when things go wrong or when something happens that you did not 
predict? You should start by asking yourself these questions. 

Does addressing this issue fall within the SCOPE of the project? 
WHY should we address this?
WHO will be impacted?

Generally, you want to avoid scope creep. But you may ultimately find that the issue 
is important enough to the project consumers that it should be addressed anyway or 
that it might in some way be impeding the progress of the work that does fall within 
the project scope. Whenever you’re confronting an issue, it’s best to use the project 
stakeholders as your guide to making decisions. You should strike a balance between 
your responsibility to the funder which should be in harmony with supporting your 
project consumers while at the same time considering what that means for you as a 
team and your institution. In that case, you should then move on to figuring out…
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…How you will address the issue. Consider if you can adequately address it within the 
given timeline or close enough to it; if you’ve got the tools or access to them; and 
finally if the institution is prepared to contribute to the solution as a cost-share. This 
is where building a good relationship with institutional staff comes in. 

But more than anything, I cannot reiterate enough that if you use your best 
judgment, consult with the project management team, the PI and determine that 
something should be done, it’s probably a good time to talk to your assigned program 
officer. They’re not scary– they’re there to help you and they’ll provide insight that 
will guide you in considering your options.

So why am I offering you this advice and come to these conclusions? Well, let me 
present to you a breakdown of our project disasters.
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Let me start with something that sounds like a good problem to have.

Right off the bat, the project management team hadn’t realized the money would 
drop in so immediately once awarded so they had not accounted for a lack of 
preparation time to do things like: conduct the national search for a librarian. Upon 
running into that + some lag due to some institutional holdups, a librarian was finally 
hired 6 months into the project timeline which resulted in a large salary savings + 
interest gained on $500,000 (before recession) which meant we were working with 
TOO MUCH MONEY and LESS TIME to complete project.

Administratively, we had to figure out how to expend that money. Go over immediate 
solution points. 

This solved the administrative issues and was generally positive except that it led to…

14



Something I had to address. I hired career-track staff; in fact, one had just received his 
library science masters and was looking for experience and being an audiophile, the 
project was a perfect fit for him so once it was apparent that his work needed little to 
no review, I set him off on directly contributing without review by me. 

Another staff member had started taking classes toward the library science degree, 
had prior experience working with our special collections department, and was super 
approachable. She was often the one the students felt most comfortable asking 
questions to when I was away so I tasked her with training new students (higher 
turnover with students) and officially the students’ go-to person even if I was in the 
office. She had great judgment so she’d sometimes bring them over to me when she 
was unsure.

I felt comfortable asking them to do these things because we effectively acted as a 
team; they were invested in the project; and they also had something to gain from it. 
So ultimately, everyone was happy to help out because they were invested.
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So we knew that we had a number of fragile glass-based discs that needed to be 
digitized and our institutional staff were ready to address that. However, when we ran 
into a huge run of aluminum core lacquers with palmitic acid buildup, we had not 
accounted for this. Thinking back on the questions I presented for facing challenges, 
we made the decision that not cleaning and transferring these discs was the wrong 
thing to do. That in fact, we could not catalog these recordings if we did not pursue 
cleaning and digitization. That ultimately affected the outcome of the grant project –
it affected our consumers, funders, etc., but we felt responsibility for not having 
surveyed this collection well enough to note these issues, so we ultimately decided to 
approach our program officer to explore options. With the salary savings and interest 
earned, we proposed to expend the funds by purchasing an additional Monks 
machine, increasing student hours and shifting focus temporarily to a survey and 
cleaning of discs. In turn we provided the digitization as a cost-share. Once digitized, 
we cataloged the recordings from the digital version.
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All prior issues compounded and we weren’t able to meet the original project 
deadline. Despite that, we were still able to complete the project technically within 
the 3-year timeframe (32 months instead of 36). Again, we turned to the program 
officer who we had developed a good working relationship with by that time, and 
were pleased to have been able to get a 2-month extension. 
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So in closing, any project can be full of challenges, or as I see it opportunities to fail 
and learn. We definitely hit some stumbling blocks on the first grant project, but were 
in a much better position the next time around because we didn’t‘ skip this final step. 
To ask what went wrong, what did we learn, what will we do differently? Probably the 
most difficult and enlightening/comforting thing I learned was that there’s a large 
network of people around you and you shouldn’t be afraid to draw upon them. The 
relationships you build with them are the key to facing challenges. 
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