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| HOTELSCHOOL THE HAGUE – ACQUISITION OF A FINAL PROJECT ASSIGNMENT



PROJECT OFFICE
ACQUISITION OF A FINAL PROJECT ASSIGNMENT
1. Objective
The final project assumes that the student takes on the role of an external junior consultant. The first step is acquiring an assignment; this entails an acquisition- and intake interview, which determines the content of the assignment. Students are asked to round off the acquisition process successfully and by themselves; this is seen as part of the learning process.

Finding the right contacts, selecting the company and formulating the assignment can be quite time-consuming. Therefore it is important to start these activities early.  

For this reason a lecture will be given in one of the first weeks of the block that precedes the final project (during MoSaC B), which gives information about the final project. It is stressed that students should have obtained a final project which has been accepted before they start the two blocks in which the final project is carried out.
2. Criteria for the assignment

The final project is a part of the course where a great deal of self-reliance and responsibility is expected from the students. It is also a theoretical conclusion to the academic part of the course, where students will have to show that knowledge of theory and the practical domain can be applied when solving a problem that occurs in a real-life management situation. Due to the risks involved it is of paramount interest to all the parties involved that this assignment succeeds.

The assignment must meet certain criteria. These criteria will firstly be tested by the Project Coordinator (two lecturers employed at the Project bureau), and subsequently by the Project Committee (a group of 6 to 7 lecturers who are all closely associated with this module and who contribute according to their own area of expertise).

Project proposals will be tested on the following criteria:

1. Advice at management level: preparing of decisions at tactical and/or strategic level; as well as working out the decision in the form of an implementation plan. 

2. Complexity of the problem: it should be possible to recognize the various domains in the problem statement and/or solution.

3. Challenging assignment for a team of 4 students.

4. Whether the relevant domain knowledge is applicable and thinking strategically is necessary. The application of theoretical knowledge should be essential for the solution of the problem at hand.

5. Link to hospitality industry and related industries: the industrial column and/or hospitality function; it should apply to the hospitality industry and hospitality-related institutions, or processes in the course of which hospitality plays an important role, or companies and institutions which have a clear relationship with the hospitality industry. 

6. Completion of the entire research and advice cycle: an assignment cannot start or end somewhere halfway, obviously the student cannot be present during the implementation of his/her recommendations, although the student is expected to anticipate the implementation by working out the consequences of his/her recommendations on paper. There should be insight into the usefulness, the feasibility and the added value of the recommendations.

7. Feasibility of the assignments in terms of time, money, risk and availability of the needed information; each assignment carries different kinds of risks mentionable. 

To be able to test these criteria the student needs to have a certain amount of background knowledge about the assignment and the company for which the assignment will be carried out. Practice shows that a pleasant introduction meeting with the client, in which the assignment will also be explained briefly, often gives incomplete and insufficient insight, as specific information is very necessary. The content of the acquisition meeting will be explained later on in this text. 

3. Approaching companies

Assignments can be obtained in more ways than one. The most common ways will be explained briefly.

a. Via existing personal contacts

Many students already have contacts that can lead to an assignment; these are mostly contacts with whom the students have a personal bond. There is no objection to this as long as it complies with the criteria stated. However there may be a danger that it will be difficult to remain professional with the person involved. For a successful assignment, there should be a principal–consultant relationship.  During the development of the project the consultant should be able to operate independently and, where necessary, judge the presumptions of the principal critically. The student should get enough room to give advice, which may be different from what the principal wishes or expects. Due to the personal relationship between the student and the principal, a situation may arise in which the student will be in a conflict of roles; personal loyalty versus professionalism. 

This can lead to complications and sometimes also to disappointments for both parties. 

The Hotelschool assumes that the student realizes this and takes it into consideration when making his/her decision to obtain an assignment via this channel. 

b. Via networking

Networks are broader than personal contacts. We think here of contacts via the student association or business contacts of parents, employers, lecturers etc. 

The problems discussed earlier are usually not applicable here. However, the principal may have very high expectations of the students due to the introduction by a third party.

c. Approaching companies independently

When using this method, the choices may seem endless.  In practice it may be disappointing because companies generally react tardily, are not interested, or because project requirements could not be met, or first agreements with students could later not be fulfilled. However, if you are particularly interested in a certain company, this is the only way. The following procedure is recommended:

· Start on time

· Select a limited number of companies (5 - 10) and collect some data on them

· Decide in advance what you find interesting within these companies and what kind of assignment you would like to do

· Call and ask the receptionist or secretary who the contact person is, so that you know to whom you should address the letter
· Compose a letter for each company in which you explain your motivation for doing an assignment for them. In this letter be clear; explain who you are, what you want and what you think you can handle.  This looks like applying for a job, so an impersonal standard letter will not have any effect. On the other hand, do not send your CV; you can always do this if you are invited for a meeting
· If you have several positive reactions, be honest and let them know that you are also considering other companies. Do not keep the interested companies in suspense too long, be clear and thank the ones you reject, or ask if they would be interested to be passed on to other students. 

d. First consider the subject, and then look for a assignment/principal

Students are sometimes interested in a certain subject even though they have not found a company, which is willing to act as a principal.  In this case students are advised to contact the Project Office during the first attempts at converting this topic into an assignment. The Project Office can offer guidance with the development of the ideas and of course give suggestions on finding an external or internal party who is willing to act as a principal. 

4. The formulation of the assignment

A great deal of information is needed for the evaluation of the project proposals. The following layout is advised: Acquisition - Introduction to Company – Reason for Research – Goal of Research – Preliminary Main Research Question – Relevant Domains – Limitations.
Acquisition:
This is to clarify how the assignment was acquired and what relationship there is between student(s) and principal.
Introduction to company

This gives insight into: nature of company, the department involved in the project, size of the company and the department (i.e. in terms of revenue, personnel, number of beds, covers, rooms), the function and position of the principal in the company, and third parties who might be involved. 

Reason for research (“principal’s problem”)

Here the “principal’s problem” will be explained clearly. The word “problem” should not be considered literally. Examples of “reason for research” are:

· I want to know more about………, because……
· The internal situation has not been changed for so long and now we cannot keep up with the developments

· This department continually misses its targets

· New competition has been identified and now….

· We want to anticipate new opportunities

· The revenue is stagnating and the costs are increasing

· We are striving towards a new concept which we feel has great potential

· Etc

The “reason for research” should be seen as the beginning of the assignment. The principal should be clear in explaining what this “reason” really is. In most cases this requires a certain amount of patience from the student – consultant. Principals are sometimes not aware of the fact that a clear “reason for research” is of the utmost importance. Principals may even hold back information: it can be quite painful to admit to students that the company does not operate very professionally at a certain level.  In other cases the principal may place a lot of importance on one or more symptoms and the underlying problems may remain hidden. In all these cases it is a challenge for the student to keep asking questions so as to find out the true “reason for research”. Furthermore insight into the significance of the problem for the company should arise; the influence/impact on the various departments, the possible causes, the solutions that have been already thought of, the action already taken, etc. 

Goal of the research

The goal should literally be seen as “the end” of the assignment. The same standards you set for the “reason for research” should be set for the goal of the research: it should be very clear what the principal may expect of the final project developed by the students. If the beginning and end of the assignment stay unclear during the application (first stage) of the assignment, difficulties will most certainly arise for the students during the later stages. This may even result in a termination of the project. 

Sometimes it can be pretty difficult to have clarity about the goal of the assignment; this will most probably result in an acquisition interview which was not entirely successful. It is important that the student thinks about various levels and is able to make a distinction; this is what the principal usually does, albeit implicitly. 

There are goals at different levels: the chain, the company, a department within the company, the problem that exists within the department and last but not least the goal of the assignment itself. Seen like this the contribution of the students to the assignment is often limited and the assignment fulfills a function for the goals that are further away.

An example: the goal of an assignment cannot be formulated as “increasing the profit of an activity”, but could be formulated as “writing a marketing plan or a promotion plan” to help realize this profit goal.  In this case you would look at revenue enhancement. 

Preliminary Main Research Question  (“problem of the assignment”)
This is the main research question, from which all research questions will be derived in a later stage. It will help to decide what information should be gathered. 

Sometimes the goal and the research question are very close to each other: in those cases the assignment can be seen as a research assignment. In other cases there is less contribution of research but more contribution of the creative mind (for example when developing a new concept) and / or a greater contribution of general domain knowledge needed (for example when writing a strategic HRM plan). In these cases the goal and problem statement are further apart. 

Relevant domains:
This gives an answer to the question what domains will be relevant in what stages of the project. Also, this would inform the reader what specific theoretical or practical knowledge is still lacking or not sufficiently present, for example in the fields of Change Management, Franchising, Corporate Social Responsibility, Contract Catering, Total Quality Management, and so on.
Limitations:
This paragraph should give an indication if the proposed assignment can really be carried out without taking too many risks. Which limitations are present, which specific problems can be expected? The proposal should analyze these issues and clarify with what kind of solutions these problems could be addressed. Some examples of those issues are a principal that is not willing to give financial details on his company’s performance, an assignment for a company that is located abroad, or the suspicion that it might be really hard to find data. These issues might become pitfalls when there are no clear answers.
5. Acquisition interview

From the preceding text it should be clear that the acquisition interview should be prepared carefully. Try to use the techniques that you learned in the Training Management Skills classes. Furthermore, it is important to visit the website of the company, to get a first impression of the competitors, to read some articles that help you to understand the industry segment in which the company operates. It is also important to prepare questions, and to decide what the outcome of the interview(s) should be. Point 4 of this paper informs you on a general level on the expected outcome.
In your role as student you’ll probably be satisfied if the acquisition interview was pleasant, the employees and managers are willing to provide information and if such a talk leads to an agreement that a project for the company may be executed. 

But for the person taking on the assignment (that is; the student as consultant) this is only the beginning. The consultant needs to have a clear idea of the assignment, the conditions and the context in which the assignment needs to be executed. After one or two interviews the consultant should be able to conclude to accept or reject the assignment. Reasons for not accepting are: too many uncertainties, not enough commitment by the principal, too great a political load (i.e. when a consultant is hired to give support to a party in an internal conflict), the internal organization is too messy, a constantly changing context of the assignment etc. Besides this, the student (as a consultant) needs to be able to work out the points stated in paragraph 4 and evaluate whether the assignment still fulfills the criteria stated in paragraph 3. It is also important to discuss a few practical aspects:

· Availability of internal data. Principals can be reluctant to provide all kinds of data. This reluctance might disappear after a while when a certain level of confidence has been established between students and principal.
· Other forms of support. For some assignments it might be necessary to do research within the company, to interview employees and managers. Will the principal allow the students to do this?

· Communication. What does the principal expect with regard to communication with students and school? What do the students expect? Discussing this topic with the principal could result in a communication plan. The student in the role of junior consultant should manage expectations, and appropriate communication between the parties involved is very important in this respect. 

· Allowance for expenses (Normally a budget does not exceed € 850, including a fee of € 200 to cover costs made by the Hotelschool; this budget will be drawn up by the students while writing the plan of approach and will have to be agreed upon by the principal and school)

· Time: the actual research project covers 2 whole blocks, together with the holiday week(s) in-between. This does not include the time to acquire the project and get approval for the project proposal. The principal should not need the results earlier than the students and school are able to realize. A project is really at risk if the principal needs the results faster than the students are able to supply them.

It may happen that the principal himself does not have a clear view of the assignment yet, but intuitively considers a certain solution. Companies are also frequently not experienced in hiring an external consultant. Such cases make the acquisition interview more difficult: the student needs to get the principal to look at the assignment in a different way by asking him specific questions. Sometimes the only option is to have several interviews on the same subjects.

Don’t underestimate the acquisition interview. Practice shows that students accentuate ‘getting to know each other’ and ‘getting an assignment’, and that relevant information is hardly exchanged between student and principal; there are matters to settle, before you can start with your assignment. Look at the following list with points of attention; this list is not exhaustive:

· mutual expectations about the contents of the assignment

· relevant information that you need in order to understand the assignment in its context

· format and contents of the final product

· availability of contact persons and supervision by the principal

· mutual agreement on the time path

· budget involved (the client should be willing to bear the costs that you make up to € 850)

· expected behavior within the company

· communication with principal and other relevant persons

· confidentiality of information

· availability of (confidential) inside information

Student, principal, school and other parties involved may have diverging assumptions on how to solve the problem, different visions and agendas, different expectations and approaches, and so on. The acquisition interview serves also to find out about those differences and to construct a ‘shared reality’. If you don’t succeed with this part of your job, you run the risk that there is more than one assignment. Communication Skills can be decisive! The consultant is a person not only with good or excellent ideas; the consultant is also very communicative.

We want to be clear on the following point. As soon as you set out to arrange a project assignment, you will be considered by external parties as a representative of the Hotelschool The Hague. We know that you possess the skills to do a good job, but every now and then we are informed by representatives from the Industry that a team of students did not live up to the expectations with regard to communicative skills and relationship management. Please remember that the Hotelschool is renowned, and that for that reason the expectations from external parties are very high indeed. Please be aware that your behavior can both reinforce and harm our image.
6. Acceptance of assignments by the Hotelschool and starting your Final Project
The moment students have enough information at their disposal to put the assignment on paper. Before uploading your the proposal via www.finalproject.nl the student team should fill out the group form on www.finalproject.nl (see appendix to this instruction). Please note that the first person on the group form is the administrative contact and is also responsible to upload the proposal(s).
First of all the assignment will be judged by the Project Bureau. If the description of the assignment does not give rise to questions, the assignment formulated will be sent to the Project Committee. The Project Committee evaluates whether the assignment can be accepted and possibly gives instructions for changes or stipulate extra conditions. The Project Committee meets twice a week when many assignments are being handed in and once a week in quieter periods.  

If the assignment needs to be rewritten, this cycle will start anew. The student is responsible for showing the rewritten assignment to the principal. The principal also needs to accept the project proposal.

Project tutors will be assigned by the Project Office, as soon as the students are formally allowed to begin the project. This means that a project team must first have an accepted team size of 4 students and must have approval of the project proposal by the Project Committee. 
	Please note that the starting date of the management placement may not be set too early. Moreover, it is not allowed to start with the management placement period before the final project is completed successfully.



7. Support by the Project Office

Once more we stress that the acquisition of a final project assignment is the start of a learning process, so it must be considered inevitable that mistakes are made every now and then. To prevent this as much as possible, you are most welcome in all stages of the acquisition process to ask us questions, to ask for advice, to get feedback on your approach and on your results. It is especially recommended to make an appointment to discuss the text of concept letters that you are planning to send to external companies.

Project Office evaluates the proposals received, and will engage the students in a discussion when the assignment is not clear or seems to be a dead end. It may happen that the proposal should be rewritten a couple of times. Project Office wants to remove all kinds of possible doubts and uncertainties, in order to limit risks as much as possible. Moreover, the proposal should be written in such a way, that members of the Project Committee are able to apply the criteria. This process could be over before you realize it (within one week an accepted assignment), or in rare cases it could take three weeks before we know enough to decide that the assignment can not be accepted. The better you formulate the assignment in your proposal, the bigger the chance that you will be among the students who see their assignment accepted within a short time span.

We have written information that you can use to send to potential principals.

	Finally, we trust you to act responsibly and be good ambassadors of Hotelschool The Hague!




When approaching us, please consider our office opening hours or send an e-mail.
June 2009
Project Office The Hague,




Project Office, location Amsterdam

Drs Hans Kipp / Dr Arjan van Rheede



Drs Flip Heijblom / Drs Luuk  Albers
E-mail: projectDH@hdh.nl




E-mail: projectAMS@hdh.nl
Go to www.finalproject.nl: to fill out the Groupform
	NAME OF PROJECT:


	[image: image1.wmf]



	We suggest that you use the company name or a reference to for instance a new concept as the name of the project. If you do not have an assignment yet, please provide us with a provisional name. After signing up as a team, you can also apply to projects / leads on this website. 


	CLIENT info


	Name company
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	Name contact person
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	Function contact person
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	(postal) address
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	Place/postal code
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	Country
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	Phone
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	Mobile Phone
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	e-mail
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	URL
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If the company is established outside Holland, please give the international VAT number
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	STUDENTS


	Please give members of your final project team in the following format:

Example: Bob Contact (561234), Robert Chan (56234), Felix Nom (5613456) & Jip Last (564567)
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	Please note that the first person is the administrative contact and also is responsible to upload the proposal(s), the approved Plan of Approach and the final version of the report. 


	SHORT Description Project


	Please give a short description of your project (in maximum 75 words).
You can upload you project proposal in the student log in of the administrative contact person. 
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