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the Foundation for 
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Henley 
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Lose Business  
Support, Relevance, 
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Curtis 
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Project  
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Ron 
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Needs to Plan 
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Time 
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White 

1. Define the Work 30 Jerry Jumps into the 
Workplan Too 
Quickly 

Define the Overall 
Project Approach 
Before Building the 
Detailed Workplan 

Jerry 
Ackerman 
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Workplan 

26 Jerry Is Told to 
“Sharpen His 
Pencil” to Reduce 
an Estimate 

Change the 
Underlying 
Assumptions to 
Revise a Well- 
Prepared Estimate 

Jerry 
Ackerman 

2. Build the 
Workplan 

34 Alex Has 200 
Projects to 
Estimate! 

Use One or More 
Formal Techniques to 
Estimate Project 
Work Effort 

Alex 
Jordan 

2. Build the 
Workplan 

40 Alex’s Project is in 
Good Shape— 
Maybe 

Use Milestones in the 
Workplan to Track 
Overall Progress 

Alex 
Jordan 

2. Build the 
Workplan 

44 Marty Has a Work 
Breakdown 

Use the Work 
Breakdown Structure 
Technique to Identify 
All the Work  
Required for a 
Project 

Marty 
McKnight 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

4 Lindsay Finds 
Activities Are 
Always 90 Percent 
Complete 

Focus on Deadline 
Workplan Dates First 
When Managing a 
Project 

Lindsay 
Peterson 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

7 Poor Reyna— 
Trapped in 
Workplan Minutia 

Don’t “Microbuild” 
Workplan or 
Micromanage the 
Workplan 

Reyna 
Andersen 

 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

25 Ashley Finds Not 
All Critical Path 
Activities Are 

Understand the 
Workplan Critical 
Path on Your Project 
and How This Path 

Ashley 
Parker 
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# 

Title Lesson Character 

“Critical” Drives the Deadline 
Date 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

35 Sean Makes a 
Workplan Guess 
and I Make a 
Prediction 

Keep Your Workplan 
Up to Date 
Throughout the 
Project 

Sean 
Robinson 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

43 Lindsay Has a 
Halloween Fright—
Her Project Is 
Behind Schedule 

Be Proactive in 
Applying Techniques 
to Accelerate the 
Project Schedule 

Lindsay 
Peterson 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

48 Marc Finds the 
Work Slipping 
When Everyone Is 
Responsible 

Make Sure One 
Person Is for 
Responsible Each  
Activity in the 
Workplan 

Marc 
Reynolds 

3. Manage the 
Workplan 

49 Lauren Needs to 
Complete a Never-
Ending Project 

Focus on Your  
Deadline Date to 
Keep Your  Project 
from Wandering 

Lauren 
Carter 

4. Manage Issues 14 There’s a Problem, 
but No One Tells 
Mike 

Ensure Issues 
Management Is 
Everyone’s 
Responsibility 

Mike 
Miller 

4. Manage Issues 16 Jade Resolves a 
Vendor Problem 
(Again and Again) 

Identify the Root  
Cause of Problems, 
Especially If They 
Are Reoccurring 

Jade 
Johnson 

4. Manage Issues 36 Lindsay Wishes for 
a Problem-Solving 
Magic Wand 

Use Issues 
Management to Help 
Choose the Best of 
Bad Alternatives 

Lindsay 
Peterson 

5. Manage Scope 9 Danielle Takes 
Scope Definition to 
Heart 

Define the Many 
Aspects of What Is in 
Scope and out of 
Scope 

Danielle 
Bartlett 

5. Manage Scope 11 Jerry’s Project 
Takes a Turn for 
the Worse—Maybe 

Use Scope Change 
Management to 
Allow the Sponsor to 
Make the Final 
Decision (Many 

Jerry 
Ackerman 
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Story 
# 

Title Lesson Character 

Times the Sponsor 
Will Say “No”) 

5. Manage Scope 21 I’m Eating a 
Burrito, Jeff’s 
Eating His 
Contingency 

Don’t Use Your 
Estimating  
Contingency for 
Scope Changes 

Jeff 
Erickson 

5. Manage Scope 29 Sean Is Losing the 
Deadline Battle— a 
Little at a Time 

Batch Small Scope 
Change Requests 
Together for Sponsor 
Approval 

Sean 
Robinson 

 

5. Manage Scope 32 Mike Receives a 
Change Request He 
Needs to “Scope” 
Out 

Get Sponsor 
Approval Before 
Investigating Large 
Scope Change 
Requests 

Mike 
Miller 

5. Manage Scope 42 Danielle Has 
Satisfied All Her 
Clients—Except 
One 

Gain Sponsor 
Approval for Scope 
Changes Requiring 
Budget and Deadline 
Changes 

Danielle 
Bartlett 

5. Manage Scope 3 Mike’s Client Has 
Status Report Envy 

Report Status on All 
Projects (There are 
Many Alternatives to 
the Format and 
Delivery) 

Mike 
Miller 

6. Manage 
Communication 

15 Ashley Is About to 
Gain an Hour a 
Week 

Shorten Long 
Meetings to Sharpen 
the Focus 

Ashley 
Parker 

6. Manage 
Communication 

22 Communication Is 
King on Reyna’s 
Project 

Develop a 
Communication  Plan 
to Address Complex 
Communication 
Requirements 

Reyna 
Andersen 

6. Manage 
Communication 

27 Jean Needs to Add 
a Personal Touch  

 

Don’t Shortchange 
Face-to-Face 
Communication on 
Your Project 

Jean 
Combs 

6. Manage 
Communication 

39 Nikki and Her 
Client Have 
Mismatched 

Gain a Common 
Understanding First 
to Effectively 

Nikki 
Hooper 
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Story 
# 

Title Lesson Character 

Expectations Manage Client 
Expectations 

6. Manage 
Communication 

45 Rick Thinks Our 
Status Reports 
Taste Like Stale 
Fish 

Write Your Status 
Reports with the 
Readers’ Interest in 
Mind 

Rick 
Goodall 

6. Manage 
Communication 

19 Jade Discovers a 
“Baby” Risk on 

Use Risk 
Management to Her 
Project Respond to 
Problems Before 
They Occur 

Jade 
Johnson 

7. Manage Risk 31 Danielle Is Sensing 
Risky Business 

Look for Risks 
Inherent to Your 
Project Before You 
Begin 

Danielle 
Bartlett 

7. Manage Risk 38 John Is the “Risk 
Eliminator,” but 
Does He Need to 
Be? 

Evaluate All Risk 
Response Options in 
the Risk Plan 

John 
Santos 

7. Manage Risk 46 It’s Magic! Lauren 
Sees an 
Assumption Turn 
into an Issue 

Update Your Risk  
Plan Periodically 
Throughout the 
Project 

Lauren 
Carter 

8. Manage 
Documents 

8 Jerry Learns 
Firsthand the Need 
to Manage 
Documents 

Manage Documents 
Properly to Avoid 
Confusion and Mix-
Ups 

Jerry 
Ackerman 

8. Manage 
Documents 

13 Miles Learns an 
Important Lesson—
for the Second 
Time! 

Save Knowledge for 
Future Projects, 
Leverage Knowledge 
from Prior Projects 

Miles 
O’Brien 

9. Manage Quality 17 Bailey Has 
Questions, but She 
Is Not Sure What 
They Are 

Use Quality 
Assurance 
Techniques to 
Validate the Status of 
a Project 

Bailey 
Jenkins 

9. Manage Quality 20 Jerry Has a Small 
Problem— 
Unfortunately in 

Focus Your Quality 
Management on 
Processes, Not 

Jerry 
Ackerman 
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Story 
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Front of the CIO People 

9. Manage Quality 28 Erika’s Quality 
Plan Needs More 
Quality 

Make Sure Quality Is 
a Mindset and an 
Ongoing Process on 
Your Project 

Erika 
Thompson 

9. Manage Quality 41 Sean “Errors” by  
Not Managing  
Quality Early  

 

Establish Processes to 
Catch Errors As 
Early in the Project 
As Possible 

Sean 
Robinson 

9. Manage Quality 47 Sally May Be 
Squandering Her 
Good Fortune 

Don’t Practice 
Goldplating— 
Delivering More 
Than the Client 
Requested 

Sally White

10. Manage 
Metrics 

12 Time for Tom to 
Take Some of His 
Own Medicine 

Collect Metrics to 
Evaluate How Well 
You (and Your 
Project) Are 
Performing 

Tom (me) 

10. Manage 
Metrics 

33 Chucky May Be 
Crazy About 
Collecting Metrics 

Make Sure the Cost  
of Collecting Metrics 
Does Not Exceed 
Their Value 

Charles 
Riley 

10. Manage 
Metrics 

37 Terri and Sarah 
Propose Half- 
Measures  

Collect Metrics That 
Can Lead to 
Fundamental 
Improvements 

Terri 
Milner, 
Sarah York 

 

10. Manage 
Metrics 

50 Heather Finds Her 
Facts Don’t Win 
Any Points 

Collect Metrics, but 
Gain Agreement on 
Their Significance 
Ahead of Time 

Heather 
Cruise 
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This book represents my 24 years of experience working on projects, 
managing projects, and managing people who were managing projects. Like 
most project managers when they start out, I did not sit down and learn 
project management before I started managing projects. Initially, managing 
projects just meant determining what needed to be done and then working 
with one or more people to get it done. After managing projects a few times, 
I become more comfortable planning out the work and managing it to 
completion. These projects ranged from small and large enhancement 
projects to multimillion dollar initiatives. 

This type of project management is typical of the way most people 
manage projects today. Most project managers have very little formal 
project management training, and no mentoring at all. They do, however, 
have good organizational skills and a good feel for the work needed to 
complete the deliverables required for the project. If they are really good, 
they also have decent estimating skills, which will ensure they have enough 
budget and time to complete the project. 

That was my story until the mid-1990s, when I was a director at a 
large beverage company. When I took the position, I inherited a number of 
projects — one of which was politically sensitive and under pressure to 
complete within a 6-month deadline. The approach of the previous project 
manager seemed reasonable enough; however, it ultimately became clear the 
work involved with the project was greatly underestimated. For a variety of 
reasons, the project took almost 18 months to go live—not the 6 months 
originally estimated. 

From my perspective, the most frustrating part was not being able to 
provide the guidance and coaching needed for the project, which was one of 
a number of competing priorities. More importantly, however, I felt I did not 
have the formal project management knowledge required to rescue it. I tried 
to provide coaching, and at one point set up daily meetings with the project 
manager, but it seemed a case of the blind leading the blind. As a result, this 
project went down as the only initiative to fail on my watch. 

My next assignment at the same company was to build a Project 
Management Office (PMO) and deploy formal project management 
processes throughout the worldwide IT organization. I started as the 
manager of the methodology support team and gradually acquired more 
responsibility until I became the program manager of the entire initiative. 
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This allowed me to make the transition from the typical “seat-of-
your pants” project manager to one who understood the methodology side as 
well. When your job is to build the methodology and then coach and train 
others, you gain an in-depth understanding of project management and how 
to do it well. So, that is what I did for three years. 

Fortunately, my team and I had a solid foundation to start with. We 
did not build a methodology from scratch. Instead, we utilized an existing 
methodology from a Big-5 consulting firm as our starting point, and then 
customized the processes for our purposes. Still, we did a ton of work to 
build the specific processes, templates, best practices, training classes, etc., 
needed by our organization. As we were building content, we were also 
coaching and training the worldwide staff. It was a very busy and 
challenging three years. 

Although our methodology was a good one, I could sense that 
managers and team members were frustrated when they applied it to their 
specific projects. First, like many commercially available project 
management methodologies, there was way too much material to absorb. 
The content associated with the methodology took up many, many manuals. 
These were not 20-page manuals either—some were 500 or more pages 
long! Granted, some of the content was repeated when applied to differing 
types of projects, but the reason the manuals were so large was the 
methodology. It was developed to manage the largest, most complex 
projects imaginable. 

Of course, no one expected our project managers to utilize the entire 
process. The objective was always to pick and choose the portions that made 
sense for their particular project. One of the jobs of our PMO was to go 
through the methodology and customize the material in a manner easier for 
people to get their heads around. However, it was difficult to scale the 
process down appropriately. Subsequently, most managers felt they were 
applying more project management time and effort than was required. I 
found out quickly that if project managers feel like the project management 
methodology provides value, they tend to use it. On the other hand, if they 
think the process is more cumbersome than necessary, they resist changing 
how they manage their projects. 

When I left after three years, I thought a lot about what I had 
learned. I spent most of my career managing work without formal project 
management training. Now I had formal training and experience using a 
megamethodology, but I knew there was something better. I wanted to apply 
my background and experience to create a process that project managers 
would understand and accept. The result is the TenStep Project Management 
Process(r) (TenStep) available at http://www.tenstep.com (TenStep is 
described in more detail in “Background: The TenStep Project Management 
Process”). 
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When I developed TenStep, I focused on two overriding principles. 
First, the methodology would be scalable, meaning it would be easy to 
understand and apply for project managers managing small, medium, and 
large projects. This allows project managers to manage small projects with a 
minimum level of project management structure and not feel guilty. It also 
applies a much higher level of project management structure to large 
projects without apology. 

Second, the 10 steps of the TenStep methodology would be aligned 
in a way that represents a progression of project management competencies. 
The lower steps represent processes every project manager should practice 
on every project. As the steps get higher, more rigor and sophistication are 
typically required, especially for larger and more complex efforts. 

As I mentioned previously, in addition to building project 
management methodology, I also had the pleasure of coaching and training 
project managers around the world. As I was doing this coaching, I realized 
it was easier for project managers to learn if I included examples within the 
lessons. For instance, it was easier for project managers to learn scope 
change management if I could apply the principle to their projects, including 
specific examples of applying scope change management, as well as 
examples about misusing the process. If I could not think of examples 
relevant to specific projects, I would come up with examples from other 
projects they could relate to. 

This book is the culmination of that teaching method. The 
marketplace is full of project management books, columns, best practices, 
tips, and traps. The question is not, Can you find project management 
content? The question is, Will you remember it at the appropriate time to 
apply it on your project? 

Let’s face it—very few columns or books are compelling enough to 
be read over and over again. That is the case with project management 
content. Project management books tend to get read once (or maybe just 
scanned) and never picked up again. I felt I could communicate a project 
management lesson more effectively if I could tell a story, a parable 
perhaps, that showcases a project management lesson. As the reader, you 
would have the context of how the lesson really applies on a project. The 
lesson would then be easier to understand and, more importantly, to 
remember. 

This book applies 50 important project management lessons in 50 
easy-to-digest stories. In addition to the main lesson, each story also mixes 
in other project management concepts and definitions the reader can absorb 
as well. The book also comes with a great follow-up reference Web site for 
further project management information—http://www.tenstep.com. 
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I hope you find the information in this book valuable in your job, 
and I hope you can apply the lessons to your projects. 

Once again, read. . . remember. . . apply. 
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Project management refers to the definition, planning, and subsequent 
management, control, and conclusion of a project. All projects need some 
level of management. The larger and more complex the project, the greater 
the need for a formal, standard, and structured process. Smaller projects still 
need a structured process, but the process does not need to be as elaborate or 
as complex. Obviously, there is a cost to the effort associated with project 
management, but many benefits are obtained as well, and the benefits far 
outweigh the costs. 

The TenStep Project Management Process(tm) (TenStep) is designed 
to provide the information you need to be a successful project manager, 
including a step-by-step approach, starting with the basics and getting as 
sophisticated as you need for your particular project. TenStep is a flexible, 
scalable methodology for managing work as a project. The basic philosophy 
is “large methodology for large projects, small methodology for small 
projects. (tm)” TenStep shows you how to manage projects of all sizes. 

ABOUT THE TENSTEP NAME 

The TenStep “steps” represent a need for more and more project 
management discipline and control as your project gets larger and larger. 
For example, all projects should be defined (step 1), even if you do not have 
a workplan. Of course, as projects get bigger, a workplan is needed as well 
(step 2). If you create a workplan, you need to manage it (step 3). No matter 
how small your project is, when problems arise, you need to resolve them 
(step 4). As a project gets larger, you need to worry about scope change 
(step 5), etc. 

The bottom line is a small project rarely has formal quality plans, 
and they rarely include a metrics process. From a scalability perspective, 
they don’t need to. However, when you are dealing with larger and larger 
(longer and longer) projects, you reach a point where all of the steps are 
important. Project managers should be planning (steps 1 and 2) and 
managing (steps 3 through 10) all aspects of large projects in parallel. 
However, smaller projects will focus on fewer project management 
processes. 

Not surprisingly, the TenStep Project Management Process is 
segmented into 10 steps—the first two for definition and planning, and the  
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next eight for managing and controlling the work. The following pages 
provide a high-level overview of the TenStep process and the purpose of 
each step. 

 
Before project work begins, time must be spent planning the work. In this 
step, the project manager defines the work to ensure the project team and 
customers have a common understanding of the project. This includes 
defining and agreeing upon what is going to be delivered and when, what it 
will cost, who will do the work and how it will be done, and what the 
benefits will be. The larger the project, the more important it is for these 
factors to be mapped out formally and explicitly. 

All projects should start with this type of up-front planning to 
prevent future problems caused by differing viewpoints on the basic terms of 
the project. The major deliverable from this step is the Project Definition 
(some companies call this a charter). 

 
In this step, the project workplan is created. The workplan is a vital tool to 
ensure the project team knows what it needs to do. Different approaches 
should be taken in this step according to the size of the project. The 
workplan for small projects can be built without a lot of formality. It is 
possible to use a project management package like MS Project, a 
spreadsheet, or a piece of paper. The project manager can sit down with 
other team members, if appropriate, and lay out the work to be performed.  

If you do not have a workplan template to use as your starting point, 
the work breakdown structure (WBS) technique can be used for both 
medium and large projects. TenStep discusses the steps to creating a 
workplan from scratch, starting with a WBS, sequencing the activities, 
adding dependencies to create a network diagram, adding effort hours, 
resources, etc. 

 
You have created a Project Definition and a project workplan. Now you 
must manage the workplan and ensure it represents the current status of the  
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project. The workplan should be kept up to date and should always tell how 
much work is remaining. 

For the most part, the workplan will need to be reviewed on a 
weekly basis. During this review, it should be updated to show work 
completed. It is also important to identify work not yet completed, as well as 
work that should have been completed but isn’t. The remaining work should 
be evaluated to see if the project will be completed within the original effort, 
cost, and duration. The workplan can be further adjusted according to this 
information. 

Other factors to consider when determining project progress include 
a comparison of budget and actual expenditures made, any signs the project 
may be in trouble, and an examination of the project’s critical path. 

There are a number of techniques to utilize if your project is behind 
schedule or is projected to go over budget. For any size project, the first 
priority should be to complete the project within the original estimates for 
effort, duration, and cost. If any of the original estimates cannot be met, new 
estimates need to be prepared and communicated to your management and 
to the customer. Future work should be replanned on a monthly basis to 
reflect any additional information or detail. 

 
If a problem arises that the project manager and team can resolve, then it is 
just one of the many fires put out in a given week. However, an “issue” 
arises when a problem will impede the progress of the project and cannot be 
resolved by the project manager and project team without outside help. This 
step provides guidance on putting a process in place to ensure the 
appropriate people are aware of the issue and can resolve it as quickly as 
possible. There are also a number of problem-solving techniques identified 
to help resolve these issues. 

Issues management is one of the fundamental processes of TenStep, 
and it is a skill all project managers must master. Most projects have issues 
arise. Once an issue has been identified and possible consequences have 
been investigated, it must be resolved quickly and effectively. Issues cannot 
be ignored, and they cannot be deferred to some later time. Appropriate 
stakeholders need to be informed of any changes to the original Project 
Definition caused by the issue and its resolution. 
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Scope describes the boundaries of the project. It defines what the project 
will and will not deliver, what data is and is not needed, which organizations 
are affected and which are not, etc. Without proper scope definition, you 
have no chance to manage scope effectively. 

The purpose of scope change management is to protect the viability 
of the current, approved Project Definition. When a project is defined, 
certain expectations are set as to what the project is going to produce, for 
what cost, and within what time frame. If the deliverables change during the 
project (and usually this means the customer wants additional items), then 
the estimates for cost, effort, and duration may no longer be valid. That is 
really the essence and purpose of scope change management—to ensure the 
initial agreements are met, and to ensure the project team and stakeholders 
agree to any changes to the expectations. 

Different people can propose scope change requests. Before any 
changes to scope can be implemented, however, the impact on the project 
must be determined in terms of time, cost, and quality. The project manager 
can then present the proposed change, along with the overall impact of the 
change, to the project sponsor. 

Scope change management is about managing change and ensuring 
the right people can make informed decisions. Sometimes the project 
manager thinks scope management means having to tell the customer “no.” 
That makes the project manager nervous and uncomfortable. However, 
effective scope management is the art of getting the sponsor to say “no” (or 
even “yes”). 

 
Properly communicating on a project is critical to the success of managing 
customer and stakeholder expectations. If these people are not kept well 
informed of the project progress, there is a much greater chance of problems 
and difficulties due to differing levels of expectations. In fact, in many cases 
where conflicts arise, it is not because of the actual problem, but because the 
customer or manager was surprised. 

Two typical forums for communicating status are through a status 
meeting and status reports. All projects should communicate status. This  
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includes reporting from the project team to the project manager and 
reporting from the project manager to the customers and stakeholders. 
While small projects usually do not require much more than basic reporting, 
medium projects require a more formalized set of activities, and large 
projects require the most sophistication. This multifaceted approach is 
defined in a Communication Plan. 

 
Risk refers to future conditions or circumstances outside the control of the 
project team that will have an adverse impact on the project should they 
occur. In other words, an issue is a current problem that must be dealt with, 
whereas a risk is a potential future problem that has not yet occurred. 
Successful projects try to resolve potential problems before they occur. This 
is the art of risk management. Risk management is a proactive process 
invoked to eliminate potential problems before they occur, and therefore 
increase the likelihood of success on the project.  

Since small projects usually do not have a long duration, there is not 
as much opportunity for problems. For medium and large projects, however, 
a complete assessment of project risk should be performed when the project 
is defined. A risk level should then be assigned to each risk identified, along 
with the likelihood the risk will occur. Risk plans are created for high-risk 
items with a potentially large impact on the project. Other combinations of 
high-to-medium risks, with high-to-medium likelihood, should also have 
risk plans prepared. 

During the project, the project manager needs to monitor the risk 
plans to ensure they are being executed successfully. At the end of each 
phase or major milestone, the project manager also needs to perform an 
additional risk assessment based on current circumstances. 

 
This step discusses the storing and sharing of electronic and paper 
documents. In general, the idea of document management is similar to 
computer source code management. These considerations are trivial for 
small projects, but for large ones, these processes need to be planned ahead 
of time, or confusion, uncertainty, and extra work will occur when the 
project is in progress. 
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The larger the project, the more rigor and structure needed to 
manage documents. If you do not think through a good document 
management plan ahead of time, you can end up with a big mess trying to 
save and find documents. Various factors need to be considered to 
successfully manage documents. These include where you will store the 
documents, how they will be organized, tools to use, access and security 
rules, keywords/indexing, naming standards, version management, 
completion status, retention/purging, backups, and standard template 
formats. 

 
Quality is ultimately defined by the customer, and represents how close the 
project and deliverables come to meeting the customer’s requirements and 
expectations. Our goal is to meet the customer’s requirements and 
expectations. This is a critical point. Sometimes there is a tendency to think 
“quality” means the best material, the best equipment, and absolutely zero 
defects. However, in most cases, the customer does not expect, and cannot 
afford, a perfect solution. 

The purpose of the quality management step is to first understand the 
expectations of the customer in terms of quality, and then put a proactive 
plan and process in place to meet those expectations. A faulty process 
cannot produce a consistently high-quality product. There needs to be a 
repetitive cycle of measuring quality, updating processes, etc. To make the 
quality management process work, collecting metrics is vital. 

One of the purposes of quality management is to find errors and 
defects as early in the project as possible. Therefore, a good quality 
management process will end up taking more effort hours and cost up front 
in the project. However, there will be a large payback as the project 
progresses. Small projects do not require much more than basic quality 
control, but for medium and large projects, a Quality Plan should be 
constructed to make sure the project is being completed to standards. 

 
Gathering metrics on a project is the most sophisticated project management 
process, and can be the hardest. Because metrics can be hard to define and 
collect, they are usually ignored. This is unfortunate because it is very 
difficult to improve the quality of your deliverables or your processes if you 
are not gathering metrics. Metrics are used to give some indication of what 
the beginning state of quality is, and whether quality is increasing or 
decreasing. 
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It is also worth noting that metrics management can be used 
effectively on medium/large projects because there is enough time to 
capture the data, analyze the results, and make appropriate changes. The 
most value is gained, however, if metrics are used to drive improvements on 
an organization-wide basis. 

For the most part, small and medium projects should capture metrics 
across the entire organization. Depending on the organization, there may 
also be more information required for medium projects. Large projects 
should definitely capture metrics to provide information on the quality of the 
project and the processes used to create the deliverables. This process will 
result in the creation of a Project Scorecard. Steps to creating a Project 
Scorecard include identifying criteria for success, assigning potential 
metrics, looking for a balance, prioritizing the balanced list of metrics, 
setting targets, and adding workplan detail. 
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The Year Begins—on a Slippery Note 
The snow was still falling, although lightly now and with fewer flakes, as I 
stared out the bedroom window on the morning of January 4. I could 
already smell the coffee brewing downstairs in the kitchen and longed to 
pour myself a cupful to warm my insides. But last night’s snowstorm had 
made a mess of the driveway, and I knew the only way my family and I were 
getting out of the house today was to start digging now. The storm had 
deposited about six inches of heavy snow, and it took about an hour to carve 
a clear path from the garage to the street. Time to invest in a snowblower, I 
thought. 

The morning shovel took much longer than anticipated, leaving me 
barely enough time to grab a shower and get dressed, let alone have 
breakfast with my now awake wife, Pam, and our 5-year-old son, Tim. 
Sensing my anxiety and realizing I was running late, Pam poured my coffee 
and cream into a cup-sized thermos and wrapped a couple pieces of toast in 
a paper towel to consume on the road. I grabbed both items, planted a kiss 
on Pam and Tim, and headed out the garage door to start my day. 

I had barely driven a block when I felt the back end of my Volvo turn 
to the left, against my wishes, and begin skidding toward the curb. As I came 
to a stop, I could see in my rearview mirror the newly fallen flakes were 
secretly hiding patches of ice underneath. The day had just begun, and I had 
driven less than a half-mile from my house, but I knew one thing for 
certain—I was going to be late for my first day as project management 
advisor at Mega Manufacturing. 

Mega Manufacturing was the nation’s fifth largest manufacturer. I’d 
been working there for 10 years in the IT department, and was recently 
promoted to a new position as project management advisor. It was a good 
opportunity for me, and I was excited to use my knowledge of project 
management to help others in the company become more efficient and 
successful with their projects. When I took the job, I knew I would have an 
opportunity to work with many project managers—some well trained and 
highly experienced, and some brand new to the concept. Jerry Ackerman, I 
knew, was going to be part of the latter group. . . . 

8 



 

 

Jerry and I had scheduled a meeting prior to the company closing for New Year’s Day, 
and I found him waiting outside my office when I arrived. 

“Jerry, I am terribly sorry to be so la—” 

“Tom! Good to see you,” he interrupted. “Don’t be silly about being 
late. I just got here 15 minutes ago myself.” 

“It took me longer than anticipated to get the snow shoveled this 
morning. I must be moving slower in my old age!” 

“A shovel? We need to get you a snow blower!” 

I smiled at his suggestion, recalling I had similar thoughts just a few 
hours earlier. 

Jerry and his wife, Barbara, were trying to buy their first house, but 
the hunt for the perfect home had so far been long and difficult. He shared 
some of those struggles with me, and we talked at great length about the 
house my wife and I purchased a few years ago. 

“The right house will come along, Jerry. Did you see any you liked 
this weekend?” 

“Not really, Tom. We looked at a few open houses on Sunday, but 
the weather prevented us from looking at any more. We are trying to remain 
optimistic, but it’s really starting to drive us crazy.” 

“Well, stick with it,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. 

Jerry was a relatively new employee who worked in the Information 
Infrastructure Department. He had big, blue eyes and a thick head of hair 
with shaggy sideburns. The sideburns and bushy hair gave him the slightly 
nerdish appearance that many people have come to expect of people who 
work with computers. If it was possible to tell such things based on a 
person’s appearance, he also looked like the kind of person who liked to 
work with technology more than people. He had just been given the 
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responsibility of upgrading the company’s phone system, but wasn’t sure he 
was ready for the task. The work involved inspecting the phone lines, 
replacing the lines where needed, and upgrading the software. Jerry 
predicted the effort would take four months to complete and cost upwards of 
$350,000. There would be six people involved, although not all full time. 

After talking awhile longer about his house-hunting experiences, I 
asked Jerry if he wanted to talk a bit about his upcoming project.  

“Sure,” he said. “Actually, I am not sure there is anything you can 
help me with. Aren’t you supposed to help project managers?” 

I was initially taken aback, thinking I had perhaps missed something. 

“Well, yes. But it sounds like you have a pretty important project. 
Are you an experienced project manager?” 

“Project? Project manager?” Jerry questioned, sounding unsure. 
“We don’t do projects in this department. We just go ahead and get the 
work done.” 

The light bulb went off in my head, and I knew I was going to have 
my hands full. Not only is Jerry an inexperienced project manager, he 
doesn’t even know he is the project manager! 

“Jerry,” I said, “let’s talk.” 

All work typically falls into one of a handful of buckets: 

Support work is associated with keeping current production 
processes working and stable, such as fixing a crashed computer 
application. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Operations work is associated with the ongoing execution of a 
company’s business process, such as entering accounting 
transactions or ordering supplies. 

Overhead includes vacation and sick time. 

Management and leadership is associated with the time spent 
managing people and moving the organization forward to 
achieve its business goals. 

Project work falls, for the most part, into the last category, which is 
the area of interest to me in my new job. Projects are not something only 
certain departments do—they are how work gets done. In fact, projects can 
exist in any functional area. This is a key difference between the work a 
person does and the organization where that person works. For instance, 
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your support department may execute some projects as well as support type 
work. Your operations area may execute projects as well as operations work. 
Your management team may even do projects, in addition to their 
management work. This highlights the difference between your functional 
group, for instance the support department, and the actual type of work you 
perform. Although there are differing definitions of projects, all projects 
have three major characteristics—a finite time frame, uniqueness, and 
deliverables. 

First and foremost, a project must have a start and end date. 
Although one could quibble about exactly what the dates are, there must be 
a time before the work existed and there must be a time when the work no 
longer exists. Entering transactions into an accounting system, for instance, 
is not a project because the activity goes on indefinitely. Answering 
questions from the users about the accounting system software is not a 
project either, since those questions will be asked indefinitely as well. On 
the other hand, Jerry’s work to upgrade the phone system was not happening 
before, and at some point it will be completed (even if it goes over its 
deadline, it will either be completed or cancelled). The phone system may 
be upgraded again, but if that happens, there will be a time gap between the 
upgrades, so the work is not continuous. The next upgrade will have a start 
and an end date as well. 

All projects are also unique. They have unique characteristics, 
unique deliverables, unique people, and unique circumstances. As a 
contrast, if you worked for the help desk, over time you would begin to 
master your job, since there is a certain rhythm and pattern to the work. 
Once you get some experience, you find you can handle the repetitive nature 
of the work by following a certain set of processes and procedures. This is 
an example of ongoing operations. Working at the help desk today is similar 
to working there yesterday and it will be similar tomorrow and a year from 
tomorrow. 

On the other hand, projects are unique. This characteristic makes 
them hard to estimate and hard to manage. Even if the project is similar to 
one you have done before, new events and circumstances will occur. Each 
project typically holds its own challenges and opportunities.  

Lastly, all projects produce a specific set of deliverables. These 
deliverables could be anything from a computer application to an analysis 
document, from a recommendation to a new house. If the work does not 
result in the creation of one or more deliverables, then it is not a project. 
Even if your project were building a service, you would have deliverables 
such as a procedures manual, training classes, and perhaps marketing 
literature.  

Most people also assign other characteristics to projects. These 
include a defined scope, a defined set of resources (people, money, 
equipment, supplies, etc.), common objectives (stated or unstated), and an 
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assigned project manager and project team (although technically in a project 
team of one, these roles are filled by the same person). 

It is important to note there are no upper or lower limits in terms of 
effort, cost, or duration. A project might take 10,000 hours to complete, or it 
might take 10 hours to complete. Very small projects are typically called 
enhancements or discretionary requests. Of course, how one manages these 
small and large projects is not the same. The 10-hour project probably does 
not have any formal project management techniques applied to it at all. 

Projects can be found in all types of business—from marketing to 
manufacturing to movie studios. Yes, even in the Information Infrastructure 
Department where Jerry works! How many times have major initiatives 
failed because they were not organized and managed as a project? Many, 
many times. Jerry wants to just “get the work done.” That type of thinking 
is fine for a 40-hour project where work can be planned and defined in your 
head. However, this initiative is too big, too complex, and too important for 
Jerry to manage in his head. He will have a better chance of success if he 
defines, structures, and manages the work as a project. When I meet with 
him next, the education process will continue. 
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The next day I had an opportunity to meet with Ashley Parker, the project 
manager on a large marketing information database project that was just 
beginning a major new phase. Ashley was married and had two children. 
She often volunteered at her kids’ school and also helped out once a month 
at their neighborhood church. She was wearing dark pants with a plain red 
turtleneck and red-framed glasses when she came into my office at a little 
past 2 p.m. Good, solid business clothes—nothing fancy, but nothing odd 
either. On second look, the red glasses did give her a little bit of pizzazz. 
Her hair was shoulder length, and she stood about 5’ 3”, even with heels 
on. Solid image. I’d see how solid a project manager. I had known Ashley 
for about three years, although we had never really worked together before. 

“Hello Ashley. How are you?” I asked as she entered my office. 

“I am doing okay, I guess. Am I interrupting you?” 

“Not at all,” I replied. “Just filling out a form for new business 
cards.” 

Ashley smiled and sat down in the chair in front of my desk, while I 
pushed the order form aside for the moment. Ashley had a look of concern 
on her face, and I asked her to give me an update on her project. She 
informed me her team had just completed phase one of the project. The next 
phase needed to start right away, but she wasn’t sure the business client was 
fully involved. The original business sponsor had recently been reassigned, 
and Ashley had not had a chance to meet the new manager in that role. 

We discussed her situation for a few minutes. 

“In today’s rapidly changing business environment, it is not 
uncommon for companies to experience turnover of key project resources,” 
I explained. 

“The marketing and sales department seems to have more people 
coming and going than most. That’s one reason it makes sense to break 
large projects down into phases, each of which can be managed as an 
individual project. You are very smart to use this approach. Whenever you 
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complete one phase, you always have a chance for a checkpoint to make 
sure everything is ready to proceed to the next phase.” 

“Thanks,” she responded. 

“Did you complete a Project Definition document before the project 
started?” I asked. 

“Yes, I did,” she answered. 

“How old is it?” I asked. 

“It was written and approved four months ago,” she replied. 

“I assume your previous sponsor approved the project. Has the new 
sponsor seen the Project Definition?” 

“I don’t think so,” Ashley responded.” He has so many things on his 
mind; I don’t think our project is on his radar screen yet.” 

“You are entering a new phase,” I confirmed with Ashley, who 
nodded. “Have you updated the Project Definition to reflect the new work?” 

Ashley now shook her head. “We haven’t been able to get the time 
we need from the sponsor and the client to validate the remaining work.” 

“Okay, the worst thing would be to continue the project without 
business involvement, and then have to redo much of the work later on—or 
even cancel the whole project for lack of sponsorship,” I said. “Let’s not 
keep things going based on their own momentum. Now is the time to 
revalidate business commitment and sponsorship, and make sure you are 
still on the right track. Then you can refocus the team for the next phase.” 

The term client is used in multiple contexts. Sometimes, the term refers to a 
specific person and sometimes the term refers to the group of people 
receiving the project benefit. For instance, if you say, “The client asked us 
to include some new requirements,” you may be referring to a specific 
person or you may be referring to the generic client organization. 

Sponsors have ultimate authority over projects, and they are almost 
always within the client organization. In most companies, the simplest way 
to identify the sponsor is to ask who is providing funding for the work. The 
sponsor also resolves major issues and scope changes, approves major 
deliverables, and provides high-level direction. The sponsor acts as a 
champion for the project within his or her organization, and elsewhere as  
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needed. If the project is large, and the sponsor is senior enough in the 
company, he or she may take on the role as executive sponsor, and delegate 
the day-to-day decision making to a lower-level project sponsor. 

Typically, a project would not get funded or started without a 
sponsor. However, in some projects, the sponsor tends to sink into the 
background and does not remain actively engaged in the project. When that 
happens, the client organization can start to lose interest and focus as well. 
Good project managers should make sure this never happens. The sponsor 
should be kept as actively involved as possible. To accomplish this, project 
managers should meet with the sponsor regularly, keep him or her informed 
of project progress, and frequently ask for direction and advice. 

Unfortunately, sponsors sometimes leave their companies in the 
middle of a project. This is the situation Ashley faces. She has a project in 
progress and is ready to move from one phase to the next. Many project 
managers would be tempted to just keep the project moving and continue 
working until someone tells them to stop. Ashley, however, recognizes that 
this is not right, because two very big problems can occur. 

First, new sponsors have new ideas and new requirements. To a 
certain extent, that is the privilege of being the sponsor. Ashley wants to 
make sure she understands any differences between the desires of the old 
sponsor and the new one. Otherwise, she may end up having to perform 
more work later when the new sponsor finally has more time to pay closer 
attention.  

Second, transitioning from one sponsor to another can lead to a lack 
of focus from the client organization. Ashley recognizes this as well since 
she told me her clients were not as engaged as they should be. This usually 
manifests itself in the form of unanswered phone calls, messages not 
returned, missed meetings, or missed deadlines. In Ashley’s case the loss of 
focus from her client organization is probably directly related to the loss of 
her original sponsor. 

It’s not easy to stop a project, especially since the resources allocated 
to the project could become idle or could potentially be reassigned. 
However, Ashley cannot continue without an identified sponsor and client 
commitment. She should talk to her manager and the client manager about 
validating who the new sponsor will be, and getting him or her engaged 
soon. If the project is still important to the client, Ashley should be able to 
get a new sponsor involved, reenergize the client group, and continue the 
work. If she cannot get a new client sponsor, she and her manager need to 
put the project on hold. It would be a potentially painful step, but not as 
painful to the company as completing an irrelevant project. Once clients 
understand that a project will be put on hold, they will have to make a  
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decision on its relevant importance. If it is important enough, it will receive 
the proper level of focus. If not, the project will probably not be continued. 
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Mega Manufacturing is headquartered in Dickens, Illinois, population 
90,000. The laid-back town is located about 55 miles northeast of Chicago, 
and Mega Manufacturing is by far its leading industry. The second biggest 
source of jobs in the town is Northeast Illinois State University, a small 
liberal arts college with an annual student population of 8,000. Pam and I 
moved to Dickens 11 years ago when I was hired in Mega’s IT department. 
Several months after we moved, the university hired Pam as ticket 
coordinator in its athletics department. She is currently sports information 
director for the university, a title she has held for the last three years. 

Although fairly small, the town is genuinely charming and very 
beautiful, with many tree-lined streets and an open, inviting attitude. We tell 
our out-of-town friends our city is very “family friendly,” with great 
schools, plenty of parks, and a low crime rate. And when we want to get 
away for the weekend, we just hop in the car and head for Chicago. 

That’s exactly what Mike Miller did over the weekend. He and his 
family spent Saturday and Sunday in Chicago, catching a Bulls game on 
Saturday night. Mike was a popular employee in our office, and had a great 
reputation as a patient, thoughtful man who would bend over backwards to 
help a friend or colleague. His office was full of family photos, with several 
pictures of his kids in their baseball uniforms, soccer uniforms, and his 
youngest daughter in a ballerina tutu. He had asked me to stop by on 
January 13 to discuss a project he was doing to install document 
management software in the Legal Department. 

“How is life treating you Mike?” I asked as I entered his office. 

“Oh, good and bad, Tom,” he responded. “The kids and I just got 
back from a fun weekend in Chicago catching the Bulls crush the Cleveland 
Cavaliers. So that was good.” 

“And what’s the bad?” 

 “Well, it’s this darn project I am working on. That’s why I asked 
you to stop by today. I could really use your advice, Coach.” 
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I smiled. Mike had given me the nickname “Coach” at last year’s 
annual New Year’s Eve party when my transfer was announced. He liked to 
call people by nicknames, and I had to admit the practice carried a certain 
degree of charm and camaraderie. Mike always made you feel like a friend, 
even if you were meeting him for the first time. 

“Give me some of the details Mike. What exactly is the problem?” 

“My sponsor saw a report on the desk of the finance director 
showing the status on a big project underway in the finance area. He started 
to ask questions, and now it turns out I need to do a status report as well.” 

“Interesting,” I said. “Sounds like you don’t currently report status. 
Is that right?” 

“No, we don’t,” Mike said. “Now my sponsor wants a status report 
like the one from finance. This report is four pages long and contains more 
detail than we track here. It’s going to take us a long time to get the report 
done — time we could be spending working on the project.” 

I could see where this was leading. “Don’t you consider 
communicating with your business clients part of your work on the 
project?” I asked. 

“We were communicating fine without having to do a four-page 
status report. We always took time to let the client know what was going on 
whenever they asked. You know, it’s all this paperwork that turns people 
against methodology.” 

“Project managers need to consider effective, proactive 
communication as part of their job,” I replied. “But let’s be clear; there is a 
difference between ‘reporting status’ and ‘status reports.’” 

 
Many years ago, a good project manager might have gotten away with being 
a poor communicator. The business clients typically didn’t like it, but as 
long as project managers could deliver the goods, clients were inclined to let 
them do their own thing.  

In today’s world, however, projects need to be undertaken in 
partnership with clients, and the partnership absolutely requires solid 
communication. If you are managing a large project, you may have a 
multifaceted communication approach. On a smaller project, the 
communication needs are not as sophisticated. However, in large and small 
projects, the communication basics typically include status reporting.  
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Status reporting can take many shapes, depending on the size of 
project. The project manager may request that team members submit formal 
status reports on a weekly, biweekly, or monthly basis. These reports are 
usually summarized by the project manager and issued to his or her 
functional manager, as well as the sponsor and other stakeholders. These are 
typically written documents, although they could be e-mail messages or 
Web page updates. They could even be voicemail messages. 

In addition to status reports, most projects also have some form of 
status meeting. Again, these could be at different levels. The project 
manager might have a weekly status meeting with members of the team, and 
a separate status meeting with sponsors, managers, and a steering 
committee. Typically one meeting will not suffice, since the level of detail 
and audience interest is vastly different between senior management and the 
project team. 

The main function of status reporting is to communicate project 
accomplishments, as well as to highlight any major problems, scope 
changes, risks, etc. The purpose of status reporting is to manage 
expectations and to ensure that all participants and stakeholders have a 
common understanding of the project today, as well as what the future looks 
like. No one likes surprises. Proactive and ongoing communication is the 
key to making it all work. 

It sounds like Mike does not see proactive communication as a core 
responsibility of the project manager. Mike is a reactive communicator. He 
says he provides a full status of the project whenever his sponsor asks for it, 
but what he doesn’t realize is this lack of effective, proactive 
communication is exactly what is causing the sponsor to request additional 
information in the form of a formal status report. 

My discussion with Mike centered around two main points: 

Proactive communication is absolutely part of the job of a project 
manager. The ability to proactively anticipate the communication 
needs of your stakeholders is one of the criteria separating casual 
project managers from mature and professional project 
managers. 

• 

• “Reporting status” is not the same as a “status report.” Reporting 
status is something all project managers need to do. Status 
reports are just one delivery mechanism. 

While the sponsor has requested a specific four-page status report he 
saw elsewhere, there are probably many alternatives. Mike should talk with 
the sponsor to determine what his information needs are, and then provide 
that information. Managers do not want to see the day-to-day minutia that is 
occurring on the project. They usually want you to stick to the major facts 
and tell them if they should be worried about anything. A common 
technique is to report the status of a project with an overall color code of 
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green (okay), yellow (caution), or red (in trouble). Remember as well that 
the status report is a recap. If any major problems or events occur during the 
month, you should be communicating at the time of the occurrence. 

Generally, your sponsor will be reasonable. If certain types of 
information are hard to report, chances are he or she will not require it. As 
mentioned earlier, there are many ways to report status. A formal status 
report document may not be needed at all. 

Understanding the informational needs of your stakeholders is a part 
of communications planning. This should be done at the beginning of a 
project. Mike is playing catch-up now, but this experience should strengthen 
his understanding of this critical project management function so he can do 
better in the future. 
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January 15 brought an unusual amount of excitement and happiness to the 
office, especially considering we had just been hit with our second big 
snowstorm of the year. I figured the joyful spirit was attributable to it being 
payday. I had heard a lot of people talking about overspending during the 
holidays and how they were in need of a financial shot in the arm. I, too, 
had spent more than I planned, and was excited to get my first paycheck as 
project management advisor. My promotion had brought a nice raise with 
it, but I wasn’t sure what my new semimonthly compensation would be after 
taxes. I received my paycheck and, as expected, would not be able to retire 
early as a result of my raise. But I was not complaining. Every little bit 
helped. 

Leaning back in my office chair, I picked up the framed picture I had 
on my desk of Tim as a newborn baby and stared in amazement at how little 
he was at birth and how quickly he was growing. He had bright green eyes 
like his mother and a big head like his dear old dad. I was still staring at his 
picture when Lindsay Peterson arrived. Her quiet knock broke my trance, 
and I stood up quickly to greet her. 

“Lindsay, come in, come in! Sorry I didn’t see you right away.” 

“That’s okay, Tom,” she replied. “I find myself doing the same thing 
with my new girl.” 

Lindsay worked in the Application Support area and had recently 
returned from maternity leave after the birth of her daughter, Patricia, in 
November. Her husband, Al, was a carpenter by trade, and made quite a lot 
of money as an insurance contractor. I had not seen Lindsay in several 
months, but she looked much the same, with the exception of the noticeably 
black circles under her eyes. As a parent, I understood about sleepless 
nights with a newborn. 

“So how is life with little Patricia?” 
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“You know, she is only two months old, but I already find it hard to 
remember life without her. She is such a wonderful little baby, and she 
brings so much joy to Al and me. We’ll have to invite you and Pam over for 
dinner one night so you can see her.” 

I thanked her for the offer, and took a few minutes to peruse the 
pictures of Patricia she pulled from her purse. She was a cute baby with a 
round face and blue eyes. I was a little surprised to see she was bald, 
though, as Lindsay and Al both have full, thick heads of hair. 

“So please, tell me about your project,” I said, returning to my 
chair.  

Lindsay’s Application Support team did not do projects often, but 
when they did, the projects tended to be complex. Her current project was a 
good example. She was managing a complex enhancement to a Sales 
Department application. They had the most knowledge of this package, 
since they supported it on an ongoing basis. 

“I’m not sure what to do,” she began. “I’ve got good people on the 
team, but we are falling behind schedule. Some team members have been 
unable to allocate the time required to get the work done on schedule. Most 
of them are trying to balance work on my project with their other support 
responsibilities. When the current release has problems, they need to shift 
time over for that.” 

“How are you managing the project plan and keeping track of end 
dates?” I inquired. 

“Every Wednesday and Friday I ask the team to give me an update. I 
ask for the number of hours spent on each assigned activity, and what 
percent is complete. The problem is it seems that the work is always 90 
percent complete. By the time it’s 100 percent complete we have missed the 
deadline. When I talk to people about the project falling behind, they tell me 
they haven’t been able to allocate the time the activity requires. If the 
activity takes 40 hours of effort, they don’t consider it a problem unless they 
go over 40 hours. If it takes them a week longer to work all 40 hours, they 
still think they are doing okay.” 

I drilled a little deeper. “What is the purpose of asking people how 
many hours they worked on each activity?” 

Lindsay was a little puzzled. “Having the team report hours tells me 
how much time they are spending on each project activity, and helps me to 
validate how close the original estimates were.” 

“Okay. I think you are getting that information,” I agreed. “But it’s 
not enough. You’re falling behind. What information would be the most 
helpful for future project planning?” 
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She thought for a minute. “The deadline dates are really the most 
important. What I really want to know is when the work will be done.” 

 
Have you ever managed a project where the work was always 90 percent 
complete? It seems everyone has. Usually after a period of frustration, you 
realize that asking people what percentage of work is complete is only of 
limited value. 

Estimating effort hours is important in setting up the original 
schedule and determining completion dates. But once the workplan is 
created and activities are assigned, the focus should switch to getting the 
work done on time. This does not mean actual effort hours are unimportant. 
They are important—especially if you are charging a client on an hourly 
basis, or if the project team contains contract resources charged on an hourly 
basis. 

However, in a typical internal project utilizing internal resources, it 
is easier and more effective to manage the project based on the assigned end 
dates. Then just one question needs to be asked and validated: When will the 
work be done? 

Lindsay’s project showcases a common scenario. An activity may 
have been estimated to take 40 effort hours and two weeks to complete. Of 
the two estimates, the more important aspect of success is whether the work 
was completed within the two weeks. To a certain extent, it really doesn’t 
matter if the actual effort took 30 hours or 60—as long as it is completed 
within two weeks (assuming, of course, there are no charges for each excess 
hour of work). When Lindsay receives status updates from the team, she 
should validate whether each activity will be completed by its deadline. If 
team members think it will, then Lindsay is fine. If they don’t think it will, 
then Lindsay can take corrective action if necessary. 

Regardless of how diligent your team members are, some deadlines 
will still be missed. If the work is not complete, the project manager’s 
question is still, When will the work be done? This line of questioning 
eliminates the problem of an activity being 90 percent complete, then 95 
percent complete, then 99 percent complete—while the activity is one, two, 
and then three weeks late. 

There are reasons for keeping track of percent complete and actual 
effort hours. However, for schedule management, focus on when the work 
will be done. Managing the effort hours and the dollars are two indicators of  

23 



success, but managing by completion date is the best way to keep a project 
focused on its deadlines. 
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Susan Chang phoned me on January 19 and asked for a quick 

meeting the next day to discuss her manufacturing project. When I arrived 
at her office she was on the phone, although she motioned for me to come in. 
Susan had straight black hair she often wore pulled back with a clip or 
rubber band. She was born in Taiwan, but her parents were killed when she 
was a baby. An American soldier adopted her and brought her back to the 
States to live with him and his wife in Dickens. She was now in her early 
30s. My knowledge of her came mostly from other people, although I did 
chat with her briefly at the New Year’s Eve party, where she told me some of 
her background. Taking my seat, I could hear her saying “Mommy needs to 
go now sweetie,” and I knew she must have been talking to one of her kids. 
After she hung up, she explained her youngest was feeling ill and had stayed 
home sick from school. 

“She wanted to call and tell me her grandma was going to make her 
grilled cheese and chicken soup for lunch. She just loves grilled cheese.” 

“That’s funny,” I said. “How long has she been sick?” 

“Only a few days,” she replied. “It’s just a cold, but you know how 
quickly those germs can spread. We figured it would be in everyone’s best 
interest to keep her home for a few days.” 

The one thing I did know about Susan was she was a germ freak. She 
kept little moist towelettes in her desk drawer to wipe off the phone and 
doorknobs periodically, and she also washed her hands more than anyone 
else I know. 

“Probably best,” I offered. “So tell me, Susan, what’s going on with 
your project?” 

“Well, our client is very upset with us right now,” she began. “The 
client’s request started off simply enough. First, we were asked to create a 
new report to show the manufacturing run rate over the previous three 
months. Then, as we were finishing this off, he decided he wanted us to  
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estimate the run rates over the next three months as well.” 

“Did you note this as a scope change?” I asked. 

“No,” Susan replied quickly. “We do not do projects in our group—
just small enhancements. The original request should have only taken us 20 
hours to complete. That’s the typical size of the enhancements we perform.” 

I thought for a second about her comment “We do not do projects in 
our group” and was instantly reminded of my prior meeting with Jerry a few 
weeks back. 

“That’s fine for the initial request,” I replied. “But how about the 
changes the client is asking for now?” 

Susan hesitated for a few seconds. “That was a more complex piece 
of work requiring a few extra weeks. We did not have all of the data we 
needed, so we had to make some changes to capture the right information. 
We also had some trouble understanding how the new report should be 
calculated.” 

I was starting to get the picture. “Okay, how much time has been 
spent on this?” 

“It is hard to say,” she answered. “But we’ve had one to two people 
assigned to this for the last six weeks.” 

Six weeks! No wonder the client is unhappy, I thought. 

 
This situation occurs all the time. You start off with a small request that 
seems like a piece of cake. Then, before you know it, you have spent weeks 
and hundreds of hours on it. How did you end up in such straits? You might 
have just misunderstood and underestimated the original request. But what’s 
more likely is that the original, simple request has become more 
complicated thanks to additional changes, additions, and revisions from the 
client. 

Earlier, when I defined a project, I said enhancements are considered 
projects because they have a beginning and an end, they result in a 
deliverable, and they have resources applied. An enhancement that takes 
1,000 hours to complete is easy to categorize as a project. However, Susan’s 
small enhancement fits the definition of a project as well. 

If this was a formal project, Susan would have developed a Project 
Definition document that included a description of scope. Of course, Susan 
cannot be expected to manage a 20-hour request as a formal project. These 
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types of projects can be planned and managed in her head. However, Susan 
did not recognize the fact that her request had evolved from a 20-hour 
project into one that will take hundreds of hours to complete. At this point, 
the work has already consumed several weeks and a couple hundred hours—
and it is not over yet! Looking back, the work definitely should have been 
run as a small project. 

How should you manage work that starts off very small, but ends up 
being much larger? The answer is to manage small requests informally, but 
use the appropriate project management techniques when necessary. In 
Susan’s case, when she received the major scope change, she should have 
performed some basic scope change management. If Susan did not 
understand the impact, she should have asked for time to further investigate. 
She could have then done a more complete analysis of the new work and 
created a new estimate of the effort hours and duration required to complete 
the changes. She would then have had more solid information to take back 
to the client to validate that he understood the impact of the changes in 
terms of time and effort. 

If she had talked to the client and explained to him the consequences, 
he could have made a decision as to whether the incremental value of the 
request was worth the extra time and effort. This would have been a good 
use of informal scope change management.  

When the work became larger, Susan should have also started 
communicating better, creating weekly status updates to better manage the 
client’s expectations. In many cases, it is not the time delays the client is 
upset about; it is the lack of communication explaining the status and the 
challenges. Again, if the client was better informed as to the consequences 
of his request, he may have realized earlier that the request was not worth 
this level of effort. 

It does not usually make sense to stop a small piece of work and go 
through a formal project planning stage when the work starts to grow. 
However, that assumes the change only requires an incremental increase in 
effort and time. If the manager does not know what the impact to the project 
will be, he or she should be prepared to invoke scope change management. 
If the work ends up being more substantial than originally thought, other 
project management practices may come into play, including better defining 
the work, building a simple workplan, and formally managing scope, issues, 
and communication. 
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I had been looking forward to my second meeting with Jerry for several 
days. His office was in a separate wing of our building, and I rarely saw 
him during the day. In fact, I had only seen him in person once since our 
initial meeting and that was in the first-floor cafeteria. We were both 
grabbing a quick sandwich before afternoon meetings. 

Jerry was still finding his way at Mega Manufacturing, and was still 
a novice when it came to project management. We had been e-mailing each 
other a couple times a week for the last three weeks, and I was really 
beginning to feel like part of his team. Although I was not doing any of the 
work related to his upgrade of the phone mail system, I did feel like I was 
part of the planning process, advising Jerry on how best to get the job done. 
I had a personal stake in seeing Jerry and his project succeed, because I felt 
advising him was exactly why I was given the position as project 
management adviser. 

Jerry and I had agreed to meet for lunch, and I was reading the 
morning paper when I saw him come into the lunchroom. I usually eat lunch 
at my desk unless I am meeting with someone, so relaxing and reading the 
paper seemed like a luxury. 

“Hey Jerry. Glad to see you again,” I said as I shook his hand. 

“Good to see you again, too, Tom. Thanks for all the help you’ve 
been providing. I really appreciate it.” 

“Not a problem. I am glad to be of help. How are you doing?” 

“Well, I am beginning to feel a bit overwhelmed, to be honest with 
you. This is partly because of this project and partly because of our house 
frustrations.” 

“You guys still haven’t found a house?” 

“No. In fact, we have lost a little bit of our enthusiasm about it .My 
wife is busy at her job, too, so we have not been able to devote a lot of time 
and energy to it lately. We read the Sunday newspaper, and our realtor will 
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call every now and again with something she thinks we should look at, but 
nothing has really panned out.” 

“What sort of things are you looking for?” 

“Well, Barbara would like to have an older home, something with 
some charm and character. But we both like some of the modern 
conveniences like central air and heat and newer kitchens. We would also 
like a big master bedroom, and we both seem to like more open and 
spacious floor plans. It’s amazing how many homes in Dickens don’t have 
central air conditioning. I guess it’s hard to think about that now since it is 
so cold. But come the summer, it gets so hot and humid here.” 

“Sounds like you both know what you want. I am sure if you keep 
looking, you will find something.” 

Jerry and I began eating our lunches and talked a bit more about 
houses. In time, the conversation turned back to work, and we began 
discussing his phone mail project. I could tell he was struggling with the 
ideas behind project management, and still wanted to focus his attention on 
“just getting the work done.” Unfortunately, I had been hearing some 
complaints around the office about the initial progress of the team’s work, 
and I thought it was important to address this right away. 

“So, tell me, how are things progressing with your project?” I 
asked, putting down my turkey sandwich. 

“Everything is going well. We have made some good progress.” 

“I’m sure you have,” I replied. “But I heard there was some trouble 
when you tried to rewire the second floor. My understanding is that many 
people were disrupted because they lost phone access for two days.” 

“Yes, but it wasn’t totally our fault,” he protested quickly. “We 
didn’t realize we had to do both sides of the floor. We thought that only half 
the phone lines needed to be rewired.” 

“You and I have been discussing the need for planning more before 
your team jumps in to begin working. Do you think more planning would 
have helped in this case?” 

Jerry realized where my question was heading. His initial paradigm 
about “just doing the work” was now open to a better alternative. 

 
It is not uncommon to have a debriefing session at the completion of a 
project (for projects with cost, quality, or delivery date problems, these 
meetings are sometimes called postmortems). When the team discusses the 
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reason for problems, a common theme seems to dominate—a general lack of 
definition and planning. A common lament is, “If we had spent more time 
understanding the work, expectations, deliverables, scope, and risks, the 
results could have been different.” 

All projects should start with an up-front definition and planning 
process. If it’s a small project, the process does not have to be elaborate. On 
the other hand, if it’s a very large project, the planning process itself could 
take many months and thousands of hours. The time spent adequately 
planning the work will be more than made up for by a smoother running and 
more focused project over the long term. 

The up-front work involves two separate objectives. The first is to 
define the work. This is the process of defining objectives, scope, risk, 
assumptions, etc. This information needs to be documented by the project 
manager and approved by the project sponsor to ensure there is a common 
understanding. 

The second activity is to plan the work by building a project 
workplan. This lists the activities, the estimated length, the estimated effort, 
the resources applied, the dependencies between the activities, etc. The 
workplan is your best guess as to how the work will be completed. 

It’s a shame, but sometimes you need to stumble before you 
understand the importance of looking at where you are walking. In the same 
respect, even though I had talked to Jerry about defining and planning, he 
never really bought into the value until now. Before today, he was polite and 
tried to follow some of what I was suggesting, but I could tell his heart was 
not in it. 

When we discussed the problem he encountered rewiring the second 
floor, Jerry suddenly realized that more planning and a better understanding 
of what was required for this portion of the project might have avoided the 
mistake. Now I sense Jerry will try harder to plan the remainder of the 
project, instead of just giving it lip service. 

30 



 
After my first month on the job, I felt like things were going very well. I had 
met with many people at Mega Manufacturing, and I felt my work was 
helping people to save valuable time, while also making the company money 
in increased productivity. I was also further strengthening an old friendship 
with Wayne Moretti, a vice president and also my new boss. 

Wayne and I went back a long way. He hired me as an associate IT 
specialist right out of college, when we both lived and worked in New York, 
and took an interest in my professional growth and development. Later, 
after I had moved to Atlanta and Wayne had moved to Dickens, he 
convinced me to relocate back to the Midwest and join him at Mega 
Manufacturing. After a long career, Wayne announced last December that 
he would be retiring this year at the age of 60. 

It was Wayne who first talked to the CIO about staffing a position to 
help people manage projects. The IT department at Mega Manufacturing 
realized it needed to manage projects in a better way. The medium-term 
direction was to build a Project Management Office and utilize a common 
set of project management processes throughout the organization. However, 
budget cutbacks and competing priorities have pushed this off for one year. 
This year Wayne was able to gain approval for a project management 
advisor —me. After discussing the position with Wayne for a couple weeks, I 
decided to accept it. Wayne’s backing gave me instant credibility in the 
office, and I found myself very busy quickly. 

Before I stepped into this role, Wayne spent time mentoring project 
managers in his department, but he felt he was only moderately successful. 
He did not feel he had the focused time or the right level of project 
management competency himself to be a strong mentor. One of the people 
Wayne worked with was Reyna Andersen. Reyna was a few months into a 
large project to implement the first phase of a basic customer relationship  
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management (CRM) package at our company. Wayne wanted me to meet 
with her to begin offering her counsel when needed. 

“Why don’t you tell me about your current situation?” I asked 
Reyna when we met in her office Monday morning. “Wayne told me you ran 
into a little glitch.” 

“Well, when I built the workplan, I added a 15 percent allocation for 
project management work,” Reyna began. “But I find myself spending more 
time than that. The workplan administration is really adding up. I am 
assigning work, following up to make sure it is completed, and updating the 
workplan. But it seems that’s all I ever do.” 

I asked Reyna if I could have a look at the workplan. She handed me 
a stack of paper almost too painful to hold. “Wow!” I exclaimed, as I 
thumbed through the workplan. “You have more than 1,200 activities listed 
over the next four months.” 

“Well, it is comprehensive,” Reyna replied proudly. “I want to make 
sure I understand the work to be done, and that my team does as well.” 

“You do need to understand the work to be done,” I agreed. “Your 
team members need to understand as well. But you are probably giving them 
more direction than they need. For instance, I see an activity for setting up a 
biweekly meeting. Why do you have five subtasks for this activity?” 

Reyna gave me the detailed response. “Well, you have to determine 
the participants, perform a calendar search, get a conference room, 
schedule the free time, and notify everyone.” 

“You’re right, those all are steps to setting up a meeting,” I 
concluded. “But remember what you said about understanding the work to 
be done? Don’t you think if you just had one activity for setting up the 
meeting, you and your team would still know what to do?” 

 
There is no hard-and-fast rule to describe what level of detail you should use 
to define activities in your workplans. Generally, there are two rules of 
thumb when it comes to defining the level of detail in the workplan.  

First, as Reyna suggested, the workplan must be at a level where 
both the project manager (Reyna) and the project team can understand the 
work. That is why the workplan may be at different levels of granularity for 
different activities. If a piece of work is well understood, it can be placed on  
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the workplan at a higher level. However, if it is not clear what the nature of 
the assignment is, then the activity should be broken down into its more 
basic components (in some companies, these lowest-level statements are 
called tasks). The project manager may even need to have a meeting with 
other team members to determine exactly what needs to be done for some 
larger activities. 

The second rule of thumb is that the workplan must include time to 
react if an activity is in trouble. In general, an activity should never be 
longer than 80 hours (two weeks). This means if you assign an activity to be 
completed in 80 hours, you should know in two weeks whether the activity 
is completed (perhaps longer than two weeks if the resource is not working 
on it full time). If it is not completed, then you have time to address any 
problems and take corrective action. 

This 80-hour limit is a good rule of thumb if you are working on a 
typical six-month project. However, what if your project is two months 
long? In that case, the 80-hour rule may not be appropriate because you may 
not have enough time for corrective action once you determine an activity is 
late. If you assign an 80-hour activity with a deadline of three weeks, your 
project may be almost half over before you fully realize there is a problem. 
Since the project is so short, a better high end for an activity might be 40 
hours. Likewise, if you have a very short project of one month, perhaps no 
activity should be greater than 20 hours. In all of these cases, if you have an 
activity that requires more effort or duration than your threshold, you need 
to break the larger activity into one or more smaller activities. 

Reyna likes to control things, but she is not following the first rule 
mentioned previously. She is not leaving the workplan at a level where the 
project manager and team members understand the activities. Reyna has 
fallen into the trap of building the workplan at too discrete a level. This has 
caused it to become inflated, cumbersome, and very hard to manage. Adding 
ten activities to the workplan where five will suffice (or perhaps one) adds 
extra work from a planning perspective and from a management perspective. 
Updating the workplan takes much longer, and making sure that the 
remainder of it ties together is much more difficult. The worst part is the 
extra activity produces very little incremental value, and is, in fact, 
detrimental. Reyna does not need that level of detail to manage the work and 
her team does not need that level of detail to understand what is needed. 

Reyna has allocated 15 percent of the project budget toward project 
management activities. This should be plenty. She needs to free up more of 
her time by simplifying the workplan dramatically. When she does, she will 
still be able to control the project, but she will free herself up from the 
reactive drudgery caused by overadministering the workplan.  

If you feel you are spending too much time managing the workplan 
and assigning work, you may be right. Make sure you are managing work at 
a level where you and your team members can understand the work 
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assignments, while at the same time maintaining proactive control so that 
you can respond appropriately if problems arise. 
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On February 7, I asked Jerry to stop by my office to discuss the current 
status of his project to upgrade the phone mail system. I was also anxious to 
share with him the news regarding the Morettis’ house going on the market. 
He was wearing a light brown sweater when he walked into my office, and it 
looked like he had his hair cut recently. It was still shaggy, but not as 
shaggy as usual. 

“Have a seat Jerry. I have really been looking forward to meeting 
with you today.” 

“Why is that Tom?” he asked with a puzzled look on his face. 

“Tell me, have you guys had any luck finding a house?” 

Jerry talked for five minutes on the continuing struggle he and his 
wife were having. They were only looking at houses every other weekend 
now, and were fast growing weary of the hunt. I was trying hard to listen to 
his concerns, but finally I could not hold back any longer. 

“Jerry, I might have found the perfect house for you guys!” 

He could tell I was excited and asked me to tell him the story. I gave 
him all the information I could think of on Wayne’s house, and I could see 
Jerry’s expression growing brighter and brighter the more I talked. I agreed 
to meet him and his wife for lunch on Sunday, and bring them by the 
Morettis’ house so they could have a quick tour. He was so excited that he 
almost left to call his wife before we could discuss his phone mail project. I 
convinced him to stay a few minutes longer and to brief me on the status of 
his project. 

“So, how have things been going on your project? Are you finding it 
valuable to plan before you work?” I asked. 

“Yes, after the problems we had last month, we actually took the 
time to better define and plan the work as you suggested. I figured it was 
better late than never. Unfortunately, I made an embarrassing mistake that 
you may have heard about,” Jerry replied sheepishly. “I was excited about 
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sending my Project Definition out for approval, but when I e-mailed it to the 
sponsor and my manager I sent them an old version of the document. The 
sponsor actually approved the document, but my manager saw that there 
were sections missing and that the budget and deadline were way out of 
line. So I had to send it back out a second time.” 

“Normally that wouldn’t be so bad,” I said. “But I heard the 
sponsor was quite embarrassed. I guess she did not read it very closely, and 
it showed when she signed the bad one.” 

“You’re right,” Jerry agreed. “She looked bad signing a document 
she hadn’t read. She was not too happy with me.” 

“I guess the good thing is by the time you finish this project, you will 
have experienced many of the problems associated with project 
management. You’re going to be an expert!” I said, trying to be funny. 
“Now, as far as this little glitch is concerned, how are you storing your 
documents?” 

“I’m storing all of the internal project documents in a shared folder 
on the server. I have a central folder for holding everything related to the 
project.” 

“How did the documents get screwed up?” I asked. 

“A stupid mistake,” he replied, shaking his head disappointedly. “I 
e-mailed an early draft of the Project Definition to a team member for 
feedback. She then stored the document in the same shared folder with a 
slightly different filename. When I sent the final document out, I forgot the 
name of the original document and sent out the old draft version instead.” 

“This is not an unusual problem,” I replied. “The larger the project, 
and the more people assigned to a project team, the more discipline and 
rigor is needed in the management of project documentation and 
knowledge.” 

 
One of the more sophisticated aspects of managing a project is to manage 
the flow of documentation. Small project teams normally do not need to put 
a lot of effort into document management. However, sharing information 
becomes increasingly complicated as a project team gets larger. Document 
management tools can help to enforce many of the rules for sharing 
documents, but most companies still rely on manual processes.  

Jerry is probably managing his project documentation in the same 
way as the majority of project managers (the Legal Department at Mega has 
a project to implement document management software, but no one else in 
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the company does as far as I know). The documents for a project start out in 
a shared folder accessible to all team members. If a project manager gets 
tired of looking for stuff, he or she might even define a set of subfolders for 
various categories of documents. This is actually the start of document 
management, but it is only the beginning. 

The purpose of document management is to avoid having documents 
overwhelm you. On many projects, the project manager does not see the 
need to manage this aspect of the project until he or she can’t find the 
important documents needed, or until an important document gets lost. The 
best practice is for project managers to consider the amount of 
documentation their project will generate before the project starts. If you 
plan to have status reports, workplans, scope change requests, etc., give 
some thought to document management before the start. 

Document management can involve very simple and practical things. 
For instance, if your document names start with the date in year-month-day 
format, you can easily sort them in chronological order. If each team 
member has a subfolder for his or her work in progress, then draft clutter 
can be kept out of the main libraries. Another example is to add “draft” to 
the document name of a draft copy, and “final” to the end of a final version. 

These procedures can all be defined ahead of time. For Jerry’s 
project, having a shared folder to hold information is a good start. He also 
needs to have a well-thought-out directory structure, including a work area 
for each team member. Then he needs some simple rules about what types 
of documents are stored in each folder, as well as rules that define who is 
responsible for updating each folder. Like many other processes, planning 
the document management process up front will save much more time and 
confusion as the project progresses. In addition, once good document 
management processes are set up, the project manager can utilize them 
quickly on subsequent projects as well. The best approach is for your 
company to establish some guidelines and templates that can be easily and 
consistently used by default by all project managers in the organization. 
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I purposely scheduled all my meetings for the beginning of the day on 
February 14. I always bought Pam a dozen roses for Valentine’s Day, and I 
liked to leave work early to stop by the florist. I wanted to leave especially 
early today because I was also planning a romantic dinner for the evening. 
My last appointment was with Danielle Bartlett, a young, single woman who 
had been with the company for about four months. She was wearing a black 
sweater and black pants, and looked a little glum when she entered my 
office. 

“Why all black?” I asked as she sat down. 

“I hate Valentine’s Day,” she said, trying to smile. “Actually, let me 
rephrase. I hate being single on Valentine’s Day!” 

Danielle seemed like a nice enough woman and I wanted to offer her 
some reassurance, but I didn’t know her very well, and I didn’t think 
anything I said would make her feel better, so instead we talked about work. 
She was beginning the early stages of a construction cost-estimating system 
for the Facilities Department, and she had e-mailed me a draft of her 
Project Definition document. I thought a few areas needed more work, 
including more definition and clarity around the project scope. 

“Danielle, I’ve heard different people talk about the benefits of this 
cost estimating package and it seems like everyone has a different idea 
about what the final solution will look like. But, when I read your scope 
statement, it left me with more questions than answers.” 

“I’ve defined the scope as best I know it,” she replied. “I’ve stated 
that we will be implementing a tool to help estimate costs on major 
construction projects. It seems pretty clear to me.” 

“Well, I wonder if it is clear to the people reading the Project 
Definition,” I said. “First of all, are you clear on whether the tool will be 
available worldwide or just in the U.S. division?” 
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 “That’s an easy one,” she answered. “Other countries have 
different construction rules and regulations. Initially, we will use the tool for 
U.S. construction projects. It may be customized for other countries later.” 

“Okay,” I said. “Your business client is the Facilities Department. 
But I’ve also heard that the tool might be of use in the Capital Accounting 
Group, so they can allocate costs more effectively to the appropriate capital 
accounts.” 

Again, Danielle had the answer. “My sponsor said I did not have to 
worry about the accounting implications. If they want to leverage the 
package, they will need to wait until the initial implementation is 
completed.” 

I had one more question to drive home the point. “I also heard 
people like the idea of being able to use the tool on their laptop. Then they 
can enter information when they are at the construction site and update it in 
real time.” 

Danielle was getting the picture. “Actually, the standalone 
capability will be available in a subsequent upgrade product. By the way, I 
get your point. Given the different expectations people have for this project, 
I guess the original scope statement was pretty vague.” 

 
Scope can be thought of as a box defining the boundaries of a project. The 
work your project is responsible for is inside the box. The work you are not 
responsible for is outside the box. If you showed a box to people and asked 
them to describe it, some people would just say it was square. Those who 
were more geometrically inclined might say it was a cube. However, you 
will also find some observant people who would describe the size of the 
box, the color, the thickness, and what the box is made of. 

Managing scope is one of the biggest challenges project managers 
face. It is much harder, in fact maybe impossible, if you have not done a 
good job defining scope to begin with. When you define the scope of your 
project, you are defining the characteristics of this “box” and what is in it. 
Further clarification of scope can be accomplished by clearly stating what is 
out of the box as well. 

A good project manager would be wise to remember the box analogy 
the next time he or she needs to define the scope of a project. The scope 
definition should make it clear to the reader exactly what the project is 
trying to achieve. It should also clearly articulate what is out of scope, 
especially if there are areas of potential confusion. The project manager 
should think about the aspects of scope where people may have questions, 
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and then identify which aspects are in scope and out of scope. Since 
Danielle is defining an IT project, she might also define scope in the 
following terms: 

What specific deliverables are in scope and out of scope? • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

What organizations are in scope and out of scope? 

What major capabilities will the solution enable, and what are 
some obvious ones the project will not address? 

What data or databases are in scope and out of scope? 

What will this specific project deliver, and what will be delivered 
in subsequent related projects? 

Which business processes will be addressed and which ones will 
not? 

Danielle’s scope statement is very typical of how some project 
managers define project scope. It is brief and to the point, but it also leaves 
questions in the minds of the readers. Remember, the purpose of defining 
scope is to clearly articulate what you are taking responsibility for delivering 
on the project. You don’t want to define your project, gain sponsor approval, 
and then still have questions arise later about exactly what is included in 
your project. 

Based on the little I know of Danielle’s project, I have already 
identified three areas where she should further clarify what is in scope and 
out of scope. There may be more as well. The good news is she knows the 
information. However, she is not sharing the information and being clear to 
the reader. She should be much clearer about what locations and 
organizations will be included in the initial deployment. Because there is 
some confusion in other related organizations, she should state specifically 
that the accounting group and other groups are out of scope. She should also 
be clear about the major features and capabilities that will and will not be 
included. The scope statement is not the place to put requirements, but the 
question of whether the solution can be used with a laptop sounds like it is 
an area of potential confusion. By being clear in the up-front scope 
definition, Danielle can better manage expectations and better manage the 
scope change process during the project. 
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I pulled our car slowly into the driveway on Baker Street and squinted at the 
front door in an attempt to determine if this was, indeed, Wayne’s house. 
Pam and I had been here several times before, but the house next to 
Wayne’s looked similar from the outside and I always got them confused. 
The Morettis had invited us over for dinner, along with another couple and, 
as usual, we were early. I grabbed the bottle of wine we had purchased from 
the back seat and headed toward the front door. 

Wayne greeted us and led us into the kitchen where his wife, Elsie, 
was busy cooking. The Morettis’ house was warm and cozy, a combination 
of “old world” charm and modern-day conveniences. Wayne liked to have 
the newest gadgets and gizmos, and his home certainly reflected it. He took 
the most pride in showing off his basement, complete with big screen TV, 
pinball machine, pool table, bar, leather recliners, and fireplace. He 
collected beer steins, and they were prominently displayed on several walls 
and shelves. 

Wayne had just opened our bottle of wine when the doorbell rang. 
Elsie greeted the new guests and brought them into the kitchen where 
Wayne introduced them as the Henleys—Patrick and Carolyn. Patrick was a 
manager in the finance division at his company, and Carolyn was a 
kindergarten teacher. Wayne asked all of us to sit around the dining room 
table and talk, while Elsie brought out several appetizers. She also poured 
glasses of wine for the Henleys. 

Patrick and I sat next to each other at the table, and after a bit of 
small talk began discussing his job. It turned out he was responsible for 
managing a project to implement new finance procedures for the accounting 
department at his company. The work had been going on for three months. 

Obviously, his work struck a chord with me and I was excited to 
learn more.  
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“The project has taken longer than I originally estimated,” Patrick 
admitted. “We seem to be trying to hit a moving target. First, we were just 
going to implement some additional auditing processes. Then we were asked 
to update the company chart of accounts. Now they want us to standardize 
the entire auditing process. The original project was estimated for 
completion in two months. My manager keeps asking me when the work will 
be done, but how can I know when they keep adding more? She is anxious 
for us to finish so she can start us on a new project of interest to her.” 

“Interesting,” I replied. “Given the three months you have invested 
already, and the scope changes you have picked up, how much of the project 
is left to complete?” 

“Well, that depends on the accounting users,” he explained. “If they 
accept our team’s recommendations for the auditing process, the work 
might be completed in another two months or so. However, based on what 
we have done so far, the target always seems to be changing. Just as we 
think we are making progress, we find out something else needs to change. 
Just last week, for instance, we found out that the auditors now want us to 
compare our auditing practices against others in our industry.” 

“Do you have anything written down describing what you are doing 
or what your client is asking for?” 

I knew the answer before I asked it. “No,” he said. 

Again I thought back to Jerry and Susan. Looks like they “don’t do 
projects” in Patrick’s area either, I thought. 

 
Processes associated with managing a project have little value if you don’t 
know what you are delivering and how you are going to do it. That is why 
the up-front definition and planning processes are so valuable. You can be 
the greatest workload manager in the world, but you are going to fail if you 
don’t have agreement on what you are delivering and what it takes to get the 
work done. There are three major documents that build this foundation for a 
project—the Project Definition, the project workplan, and the business 
requirements. 

The Project Definition (also called a project charter) defines the 
project deliverables, scope, assumptions, risks, costs, timelines, approach, 
etc. It is absolutely vital to have this document in place before you start the  
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project work. Remember, this does not have to be a 30-page document. 
Scalability is still the rule. Small projects may be defined in a couple pages. 
Enhancement requests might need just one page. However, it is important to 
gain agreement with your business client on the work to be accomplished. If 
you cannot easily gain consensus on what the project is delivering, then it is 
even more vital that the work waits until agreement is reached. The Project 
Definition also communicates the project essentials to other stakeholders for 
their agreement and feedback as well. 

The project workplan describes how you will execute the project, 
including building and deploying the deliverables. You may be able to plan 
out the activities for a small project in your head. However, as projects get 
larger, the workplan needs to be documented in a tool of some kind (or even 
a piece of paper). The workplan allows you to estimate the overall schedule 
and timeline, and helps you see the critical path of work driving the 
deadline. 

Once the workplan is built, it must be kept up to date so that you can 
tell whether you are getting behind. An updated workplan also tells you how 
much work is remaining to complete the project. 

The business requirements describe in more detail the characteristics, 
features, and functions of the deliverables. The Project Definition names the 
main deliverables of the project so that you can define the overall scope. 
However, the details and characteristics of the deliverables are not in the 
Project Definition. Normally, this level of detail is not known when the 
Project Definition is created. The business requirements describe the details 
of the deliverables so that you can design and build them correctly. Gaining 
approval on this document also ensures that a common set of expectations 
with the business client exists. If you do not have defined and approved 
requirements, you will find it difficult to manage scope effectively. 

Looking at Patrick’s project, it is clear he has not yet established the 
project foundation. He has no definition, workplan, or requirements. 
Consequently, he is not able to control scope (which would be in the Project 
Definition), he does not know how much work is remaining (from the 
workplan), and he is not sure how to build the deliverables (from the 
business requirements). It is not possible to know how much work is left, or 
whether he is on the right track. 

Given the track record of the project so far, the best advice is for 
Patrick to pause the project and do a quick Project Definition, workplan, and 
requirements document. This will validate whether Patrick and his client are 
in agreement on the work remaining, what that work looks like, and how 
much time and effort it will take to accomplish the work. If he is on the right 
track, he should be able to resume his work and take the project to  
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completion. If he is not on the right track, then the sponsor can decide 
whether the work should proceed given the effort required to get it back on 
track. Right now, no one can make an informed decision, since there is no 
agreed upon information on which to base a decision. 
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Jerry and I met on February 22 in my office to discuss his phone mail 
project, as well as his housing situation with the Morettis. Jerry and 
Barbara had visited Wayne and Elsie several times since our initial meeting 
and house tour, and Jerry and Wayne had begun talking about the price. 
Jerry seemed energized by his housing success, and he thanked me 
repeatedly for connecting him with Wayne. We talked at great length about 
his plans for moving in over the summer, and he made a special point of 
telling me that Wayne had agreed to leave his pool table and pinball 
machine as “housewarming” gifts. 

I thought he would talk forever about the house, but eventually I 
focused his attention on work-related matters. After four weeks of work, the 
phone mail system was going through some initial pilot testing. 

“As we have been checking the phones and the wiring, we have also 
been working on the new voicemail software. We have the software in pilot 
test now and the test is going smoothly,” Jerry began. “But yesterday, we 
received a request to change the call forwarding feature. The pilot team 
says it is more confusing to use than the old version, and they want the old 
functionality back.” 

“If I remember your Project Definition, you stated you were going to 
implement the new upgrade as is, with no custom modifications,” I replied. 
“If your clients are requesting changes to the software, it sounds like a 
scope change request to me.” 

“You’re right,” Jerry agreed, “but it’s not only a scope change; it’s 
also a distraction. The vendor’s first estimate is that the change will take 
two extra weeks, and cost us around $10,000. Then we will have to retest to 
make sure nothing else was broken. In addition, this slightly customized 
version of the software may cause us more problems down the road. I really 
wish we didn’t have to do it.” 
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I was sympathetic to Jerry’s concerns, but I had an idea where this 
would all end up. “I don’t think your situation is as bad as you think,” I 
suggested. 

“You have enough information about the impact on the project to 
talk to your sponsor. First, make sure she is willing to proceed with the 
change.” 

“Good idea,” Jerry said hopefully. “I’ll try to have a short meeting 
with her this afternoon.” 

Later that day Jerry called me. “Well, I just had a great meeting 
with the sponsor,” he said in an upbeat tone. 

“And what did she say about making the change the pilot team 
recommended?” I asked. 

“She emphatically told me ‘Forget about it!’” Jerry replied, 
sounding more relaxed. “She said the new upgrade might be different, and it 
may not be perfect, but it is good enough!” 

Just as I thought, I said to myself. 

 
There are two major reasons why projects have problems. The first is a basic 
lack of up-front definition and planning. The second is poor scope change 
management processes. Remember that scope refers to the box that defines 
the work of your project. The boundaries of the box separate the areas your 
project will be responsible for (in scope) versus those areas your project will 
not be responsible for (out of scope). Defining scope allows you to ensure 
you have an agreement with your sponsor on the “box” your project is 
responsible for. Defining scope also provides the baseline against which you 
can perform scope change management throughout the project. 

Scope change management is necessary to protect the initial 
agreement you have with the sponsor. In the Project Definition, you agree to 
deliver a certain set of products for a certain level of effort, cost, and 
duration. If the basic nature of the products change, it is reasonable to expect 
the associated cost, effort, and duration to complete the work may change as 
well. 

One of the conflicts project managers face is that they don’t want to 
say “no” to someone who asks for a scope change. The requestor could be a 
client manager, stakeholder, or end user. If the requestor asks for changes, 
the project manager usually feels an instinct to say, “Yes, we can do it.” 
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Somehow, saying “no” to the request is seen as not being client focused, or 
not satisfying the client’s needs. 

The beauty of scope change management, however, is that the 
project manager does not have to be the “no” guy. In fact, the project 
manager does not need to decide one way or another. That is not the job of a 
project manager. The project manager’s job is to identify the request and 
take it through the scope change management process. This includes 
evaluating the impact of the change on the project, looking at alternatives, 
and taking the information to the project sponsor for resolution. 

Sponsors should make decisions on scope changes, because it is their 
project and they ultimately need to live with the results. The sponsor and the 
project team set expectations in the signed Project Definition. This is further 
clarified in the approved business requirements. These are the expectations 
that are in place. If people have requests for changes to these agreements, 
the sponsor needs to make the decision, based on the business value 
provided and the overall impact on the project in terms of cost, delivery 
time, or quality. 

The sponsor also has the added advantage of organizational power. 
Although it is sometimes hard for the project team to say “no” to the client, 
the sponsor doesn’t have that problem. Clients and end users usually work in 
the sponsor’s organization. Since the sponsor is paying for the project, they 
are usually more concerned about it completing as promised within the 
budget and delivery date. 

This change in expectations may be fine. The sponsor may ask your 
team to change the project scope, and also agree to the corresponding 
change in effort, cost, and scope. However, this is not a given—especially if 
the changes are very large or very small. 

Jerry’s sponsor is typical. She didn’t have much patience for changes 
in scope resulting in marginal benefit. Small changes viewed as critical to 
the end users usually pale when viewed from the sponsor’s perspective. On 
the other hand, if the change is important enough, the sponsor can provide 
the incremental budget and timeline required to complete the extra work. A 
side benefit of going to the sponsor is that after invoking the process once or 
twice, fewer scope change requests come up. People are much less likely to 
request changes without a very good business case if they realize the 
sponsor is actively evaluating all of them. 
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I had been working as project management advisor for almost two full 
months now, and was interested in some feedback regarding my 
performance in this new role. My boss Wayne agreed to talk with some of 
his management peers to see if they had heard anything from their staff. Our 
meeting today was to discuss this feedback. 

As I entered his office, Wayne opened his desk drawer and pulled out 
a brochure and photo and handed it to me, smiling. “Desert Oasis” was 
sprawled in fancy italic type across the front, with overlapping photos of a 
golf course, pool, and an elderly couple enjoying lunch. 

“What’s this?” I asked. 

“Our new home,” he replied. Wayne had already explained to me a 
few weeks ago how he and Elsie were going to move to a warmer climate 
this summer after his retirement, and how a friend had recommended the 
Desert Oasis resort. Apparently, he and Elsie had flown to Arizona last 
October and had toured the property. The tone of his voice told me he was 
excited. 

Of course, I was happy for Wayne and his wife. But I knew it would 
also be tough seeing him retire and move away. In fact, after a few weeks of 
reflection, I was still somewhat in shock. 

I reflected back on the conversation we had when Wayne broke the 
news about his retirement. “It was not an easy decision for us,” Wayne had 
said. “But the winters seem to get colder every year, and we are not as 
young and limber as we used to be. When Elsie broke her leg slipping on the 
ice a few years back, we realized we needed to give more thought to our 
retirement plans.” 

“I understand. I am sure you guys have given this a tremendous 
amount of thought already. What are you going to do with the house?” 

“We are thinking of putting it on the market next month. Elsie wants 
to hire a realtor, but I really don’t know of anyone reputable. I don’t 
suppose you know someone in the market for a new home?” 
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I had smiled at him and scratched my head, not giving it much 
thought. Then the light bulb went on. “You know what, Wayne? I may 
actually know someone who would be perfect for your house. Would you be 
willing to have a couple look at it this weekend?” 

“Sure, not a problem,” he had replied. “Who is it?” 

“Jerry Ackerman.” 

Snapping out of my brief trance, I handed Wayne back his 
brochures. You never know how things will turn out, I thought. Wayne has a 
house for sale. Jerry is looking to buy a house. Maybe it will turn out to be a 
good match. 

Wayne sat down in the big leather chair in front of his desk and 
gestured for me to take a seat. Putting the pictures back in the drawer, he 
pulled out a file folder and sat back contentedly. 

“Well, I’ve got more good news, Tom,” he started. “I spoke with 
four managers and all the feedback on your job performance was positive. 
Even your friend Jerry put together a decent Project Definition and 
workplan. In the past, he would have been a third of the way to disaster by 
now.” 

“That’s great to hear,” I said. “But was there any other feedback?” 

“Not really. Just a lot of positive comments.” 

“Well, the feedback is nice, and I believe I am on the right track, but 
right now this is just ‘feel-good’ feedback. I guess it’s time I start to collect 
some more meaningful data on the value I’m providing.” 

“Value?” Wayne questioned. “The feedback I received was that you 
have been providing a lot of value.” 

“Yes, and I appreciate the kind words. But the feedback is from 
fellow managers whom you have worked with for years. I hope their kind 
words are true, but I need to collect some more meaningful, quantitative 
comments on the value I am providing. I’m preaching the value of collecting 
metrics to the project managers whom I am working with. I guess I need to 
start taking some of my own medicine.” 

 
What if a company could not tell a shareholder its revenues or profits for the 
fiscal year? That company would have some serious problems to address. 
Likewise, if the same shareholder asked the company how its products were 
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viewed in the marketplace, and it replied “good,” that would not be very 
comforting for the shareholder either. 

The preceding examples never happen, though, because companies 
collect metrics. They collect financial information on revenue and costs, and 
they collect data on how their products are perceived in the marketplace. For 
good or for bad, they typically know much of the information they need to 
run the business. 

On a much smaller scale, a stakeholder might ask you how 
successful a recent project was, or how efficient a billing process is, or, in 
my case, what value I am providing with my coaching service. Those 
questions are usually harder to answer. 

Many (probably most) companies have no idea whether they are 
getting value for the dollars they spend on projects, and they have only a 
vague idea about the success of individual projects. Defining and collecting 
an appropriate set of metrics is the only way to get quantitative and 
qualitative information, and is the only way to have the right information to 
make the decisions necessary to improve. Metrics must be collected to show 
the effectiveness and value of services being provided. Collecting metrics 
gives the information needed to improve processes, and gives results that 
show if expectations are being met. 

My situation is a good example. I am providing a service to the 
organization, but I need to collect information to show the effectiveness and 
value of the service I provide to project managers. I cannot just rely on 
anecdotal comments from high-level managers. I need more facts and I am 
going to propose collecting metrics in the following areas: 

The number of project managers I am assisting, current month 
and year to date 

• 

• 

• 

• 

A satisfaction survey asking project managers about my service 
level and the value (or lack of value) I added to their projects 

Whether I kept my commitments, within the agreed upon time 
frame  

Any quantifiable numbers in terms of cost or time savings that 
can be attributed to my services 

My job represents one small component of the entire organization. 
All teams should be collecting metrics. If an organization is not used to 
collecting metrics, the basic philosophy should be to just start collecting 
them—even if they turn out to be the wrong ones. It is important to start 
collecting some metrics, and to modify them over time if they don’t provide 
indications of how effective and successful a project or the process is. 
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My last appointment on the last day of February was with Miles O’Brien. 
Miles grew up in New York and was the oldest brother in a large Irish 
family. He had curly red hair and a white complexion, with bright green 
eyes. Miles was perhaps best known for his office attire on St. Patrick’s 
Day. Every year he came to work dressed in a bright green suit and tie with 
a green top hat. I had been meeting with him on an ad-hoc basis to talk 
about his project to install a new release of the company’s contract 
management application for the Purchasing Department. He came by my 
office around 4 p.m. 

“How are you Miles?” I said as he came through the front door. 

“I’m a little hungry, but otherwise things are great.” 

“I’ve got some leftover snacks from my lunch today. Would you like 
some crackers with peanut butter?” 

“No thanks, Tom. I am actually on a diet. I need to lose about ten 
pounds before St. Patrick’s Day or I won’t be able to fit into my suit.” 

“In that case, we better get you some donuts and candy!” I replied 
with a chuckle. 

“Oh, c’mon. Are you telling me you don’t like my green suit?” Miles 
said with a smile. He told me he had tried it on several weeks ago, and had 
noticed the pants were a bit snug, which was why he needed to shed a few 
pounds. He was trying a low-carb diet in the hope of losing the weight 
quickly. 

“Well, best of luck to you,” I said after our conversation about his 
diet had run its course. “Why don’t you fill me in on your project’s status?” 

“We were testing the new release of our package when we 
discovered that a small piece of the system contained custom code in need of 
a rewrite,” he began. “This code was written a number of years ago by a 
contractor, and we forgot it would need to be upgraded separately.” 
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 “It’s too bad you discovered the problem so late in the project,” I 
said, “but at least you found it. I guess that says something about the value 
of good testing.” 

“I’m also glad we found it. It would have been pretty embarrassing 
if we hadn’t. I found out this same problem occurred the last time the 
package was upgraded. Now I need to figure out how to make sure this is 
remembered the next time we do an upgrade.” 

“You’re right,” I said. “The accumulated knowledge of a project 
tends to exist only in the minds of the people who actually worked on it. You 
need to make sure this information is available for the next time your 
package gets upgraded.” 

 
So much organizational knowledge gets lost over time if no processes are 
designed to capture and exploit the information. This is the essence of 
knowledge management, which consists of the processes required to collect, 
organize, retrieve, share, and leverage the knowledge that exists throughout 
a company. Sometimes this knowledge is organizational in nature, but many 
times the knowledge is project based, and can be leveraged on subsequent 
projects. 

Think about the knowledge accumulated during a project. It starts 
with the Project Definition and workplan, and continues through the Issues 
Log, business requirements, test plan, etc. On most projects, the project 
manager does not consider the future value of this information. In fact, in 
many cases, much of the knowledge will not be reused. However, on many 
projects, the knowledge learned, and written down, can be used again and 
again to save others time and effort. 

Let’s look at Miles’ project to upgrade a financial software package. 
This software is going to be upgraded periodically, perhaps every other year 
or so. In this type of project, almost all information can be leveraged the 
next time a new release is installed. This includes the Project Definition, 
workplan, Issues Log, test plans, etc. However, taking advantage of the 
information requires forethought from both the old project manager and the 
new one. 

First, before the project ends, time must be allocated to capture all of 
the relevant information and bundle it in one place for future use (don’t zip 
all the information and place it in an obscure spot or on someone’s local  
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hard drive). Many teams have shared directories they utilize for project 
activity. A separate project folder should be established, and the material 
placed there. It should also be plainly named. If you have a document 
repository tool, make sure the proper keywords are entered to allow the 
documents to be easily found again. Saving and reusing the information 
allows the new project team to start off more quickly and avoid prior 
mistakes. 

Much of the personal collective wisdom of the project can be 
captured during a formal project conclusion meeting. You can use this 
meeting to recap the project, discuss the things that went well and the things 
that could be improved, and look for any lessons learned. The results of this 
meeting can be documented and included in your overall project folder. (If 
you have a way to share this information with the rest of the organization, 
that would be even better.) 

The second part is just as important. When a new project begins, the 
project manager must make a conscious effort to see what information 
already exists and can be leveraged on the project. Many organizations have 
processes in place to save information, but project managers don’t always 
leverage that information, or even look for it, before embarking on a new 
initiative. Before starting a new project, always ask whether this problem (or 
a similar one) has been solved before. This is especially important when you 
have similar projects that need to be carried out periodically —such as a 
package upgrade. 

Miles’ project is a good example of this philosophy. He knows the 
contract management package will need to be upgraded periodically. He 
also recognizes that much of the work that occurs in one upgrade can be 
leveraged in the next upgrade. If the exact same people work on two 
upgrades in a row, the team might remember all of the details from one 
project to another. However, if different people are involved, perhaps an 
entirely new team, having the information from previous, similar projects 
available will be of great value to them. If Miles saves the appropriate 
information from his project, and if a new project manager reviews that 
information before starting the next upgrade, the project can save time, 
effort, and needless rework. 

When the next upgrade project occurs, the team must remember to 
review and leverage the information from previous projects. The prior 
Project Definition and project workplan can be leveraged for the subsequent 
project. 

Your organization will gain the most value if it has a mechanism to 
capture and store information from all projects. In that way, all project 
managers can first look to see whether similar projects have been executed 
before. For instance, you may be asked to develop a Web reporting 
application for your client group. If your organization captures this  

53 



information, you may be able to find similar Web reporting projects. You 
can review the workplans for these projects, their deliverables, the look and 
feel of their Web pages, etc. All this information may be helpful when 
defining and planning your project. 
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March arrived in Dickens with a bang. A large cold front from the north 
created a snowstorm that deposited another three inches of fresh snow on 
the ground. Pam was very busy at work preparing for the men’s college 
basketball conference tournament, which was being hosted by Northeast 
Illinois State, and I was busy painting our living room, replacing the kitchen 
tile, and helping people to manage projects at work. 

My first meeting of the day on Monday was with Mike Miller, whose 
project was to install document management software in the Legal 
Department. Mike and I had driven to Chicago two weekends ago to catch a 
Bulls game, and we were quickly becoming good friends. After three months 
in my role as project management advisor, I began to realize I had very few 
friends to talk to about my own work. Most of my friends were colleagues 
from the office, and when we got together it was so they could talk to me 
about how work was going for them. 

Mike, however, was always eager to listen, and always seemed to 
have something insightful and meaningful to say. He was also a big sports 
fan, and we could spend hours debating who the best NFL quarterback of 
all time was. He liked Joe Montana from the 49ers, but I preferred Johnny 
Unitas of the Baltimore Colts—old “Johnny Hightops.” 

When he arrived at my door, I was surprised to find him holding 
what appeared to be a gift. “It’s for you,” he said as he handed me the box. 
“Open it.” I tore the paper from the box and opened it slowly, trying to add 
some dramatic flare. As I pushed the tissue paper aside, a smile formed 
across my face and I let out a loud laugh. It was a Joe Montana jersey. 

“I thought you might get a kick out of that!” He said as he closed my 
office door. 

“That’s great Mike. Thanks a lot! Although I am not quite sure what 
to do with it!” 

 “Maybe you can regift it to me,” Mike said as he took a seat and 
pulled out his project folder from his briefcase. At the Bulls game, Mike 
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mentioned his project was going very smoothly. I remember him saying his 
team had not yet encountered any major problems. In fact, they were 
scheduled to begin testing on the software last week. 

“Well Mike, you have almost completed the project without any 
hassle. But it sounds like something came up.” 

“You’re right, Coach. I shouldn’t have told you how smoothly things 
were going. Looks like I jinxed myself!” 

“What’s the trouble?” 

“A problem was uncovered during our testing of the software,” he 
began. “It turns out the document management software doesn’t interface 
well with one of our existing legacy systems, which is causing the legacy 
system to lock up on a regular basis.” 

“That’s a surprise,” I replied. “What kind of feedback have you 
been getting from the team members doing the testing?” 

“That’s the frustrating part. I’ve been getting periodic updates from 
them and they’ve never mentioned this problem. The team said they thought 
they could resolve it on their own.” 

“Have you notified your clients?” I asked. 

I could tell he was frustrated. “You are not going to believe this, but 
the clients already knew about the problem! Since they were helping to test 
the old system, they were the ones who discovered the problem to begin 
with.” 

“So, most of the team knew, except you,” I concluded. “Many 
technical people are natural problem solvers. They probably thought they 
could resolve this on their own. They also may have felt that raising an issue 
would have generated scrutiny of their work. They may not understand that 
issues management raises the visibility of a problem so it can be resolved 
quickly.” 

“Two weeks ago, we probably could have resolved this and still met 
our project timeline. Now, the resolution may cause the end date to slip.” 

 
All projects encounter problems. In fact, for a larger project, there may be 
people talking to the project manager every day about one type of problem 
or another. These are not issues. Most are just typical problems requiring 
quick decisions to be made from one or more decent alternatives. At other 
times, there may not even be a problem involved. It may be a team member 
just doesn’t know how to respond to a certain situation. 
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On the other hand, a formal issue is a problem that will impede the 
progress of the project because it cannot be entirely resolved by the project 
team. In other words, an issue is a big deal. It is a problem requiring special 
project management processes, including 

Proactive communication with the client, sponsor, team 
members, and other interested stakeholders 

• 

• 

• 

Proactive and ongoing follow-up to ensure the issue is resolved 
as quickly as possible 

Special problem-solving techniques if the issue is not easy to 
understand or address 

Sometimes when project team members hear about issues 
management, they think project management processes don’t apply to them. 
After all, project management processes are for project managers, right? 
Wrong! To be successful, the entire team needs to understand they are all 
part of the process. One of their primary responsibilities is to raise issues 
when they see them. This responsibility isn’t limited to the team either; 
business clients should also raise any issues they encounter. Raising an issue 
isn’t a negative. It is a proactive way to identify a problem so the team can 
apply appropriate resources, find alternatives, and implement a resolution. 
On a large project, for instance, you may have a fairly rigorous process 
defined for managing issues. This entire process could look something like 
the following: 

1. Solicit potential issues from any project stakeholders, including 
the project team, clients, sponsors, etc. An issue can be surfaced 
through verbal or written means, but it must be formally 
documented using an Issue Submission Form. 

2. Enter the issue into the Issues Log. 

3. Assign the issue to a project team member for investigation. 
(Project managers could assign it to themselves.) The team 
member will investigate options that are available to resolve the 
issue. For each option, he or she should also estimate the impact 
to the project in terms of budget, schedule, and scope. 

4. The various alternatives and impact on schedule and budget are 
documented on the Issue Submission Form. Take the issue, 
alternatives, and project impact on the Issue Submission Form to 
the project sponsor and other appropriate stakeholders for a 
resolution. 

5. If resolving the issue will involve changing the scope of the 
project, close the issue now and use the scope change 
management procedures instead to manage the resolution. 

6. Document the resolution or course of action on the Issue 
Submission Form.  
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7. Document the issue resolution briefly on the Issues Log. 

8. Make the appropriate adjustments to the work plan and project 
budget, if necessary. 

9. If the resolution of an issue causes the budget, effort, or duration 
of the project to change, the current Project Definition should be 
updated. 

10. Communicate issue status and resolutions to project team 
members and other appropriate stakeholders through the Manage 
Communication process, including the Project Status Report. 

On Mike’s project, team members discovered a problem and thought 
they could resolve it on their own. This is an admirable first step. You don’t 
want to raise an issue for a problem the team can resolve itself. However, 
when the initial resolution attempts did not succeed, they should have raised 
this problem with Mike. Mike might have had other ideas to resolve the 
problem before it became an issue. If those ideas did not work, they could 
have raised a formal issue, which would have invoked a proactive issues 
management process. Since a third-party package was involved, the problem 
may not have been within the team’s control to resolve. The team could 
have identified options to resolve the problem, suggested workarounds, or 
changed the project scope with the sponsor to make the issue irrelevant. Of 
course, all of those options are still available now. However, it may be too 
late to complete the project by the deadline date since the issue was not 
raised in a timely manner. 
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I had just finished setting up another meeting with Jerry Ackerman when 
Ashley Parker walked into my office. We were going to lunch together to 
discuss her project, and she was a little early. There was a nice Italian 
restaurant, Mama Leoni’s, a few miles south of our office, and we decided 
to go together in Ashley’s SUV. That beats eating peanut butter and 
crackers at my desk any time. 

Mama Leoni’s was a family establishment built in the 1950s. The 
place had been renovated in the 1980s, but still contained the original 
leather booths from when it first opened. Anthony and Tina Leoni, the 
owners, still cooked on occasion, but Anthony, Jr., the Leoni’s oldest son, 
now handled the day-to-day management of the restaurant. The building 
had withstood both fire and flood during its 30-year history, but had never 
closed for longer than two months. 

It was March, and I had not seen Ashley since early January when 
she was struggling with a sponsor who had been reassigned during her 
project. I knew she had been able to gain agreement from her new sponsor 
on the work required for the next phase of her project, so we had not had 
reason to talk since. After ordering lunch, we got down to business. 

“So, what’s the latest Ashley? Everything okay with your new 
sponsor?” 

“Oh yes, he’s a great person. He’s very professional and very 
thorough.” 

“Sounds great. How can I help you then?” 

Ashley began discussing her project. She was having trouble with 
her status meetings, which she holds once a week with her clients and team 
members. She said she was having a hard time covering everything on the 
agenda in two hours. 

“Your status meetings are two hours?” I asked in a surprised tone. 
“Tell me more. What does your agenda look like?” 
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Ashley went over the contents of the meeting matter-of-factly, 
counting off the items that she and her team discussed on her fingers—an 
update on the project and workplan, a discussion of the action items from 
the previous meetings, outstanding issues, and scope change requests. 
People could also add other small items to the agenda as needed. 

“The agenda sounds good,” I said. “Where do you think the meeting 
is breaking down?” 

“I think the team tries to do too much problem solving during the 
meeting. We end up spending all of our time hashing and rehashing many of 
the same items from week to week. We also tend to get sidetracked, and it 
seems like we can never finish the meeting on time. Some members of the 
team think we need to lengthen the meetings to two-and-a-half or three 
hours.” 

“I have a better idea,” I said quickly. “To get your meeting more 
focused and to better utilize everyone’s time, don’t add more time—reduce it 
instead. Cut the meeting back from two hours to one.” 

 
Status meetings are essential to ensure the project team and the client 
maintain healthy and open communication, and to ensure everyone’s 
expectations are in sync. Even many of the streamlined, “light” project life-
cycle methodologies rely on frequent, short team meetings to share 
information and status. A traditional status meeting usually includes 
representatives from the project team and the client organization—perhaps 
even the sponsor. Because many of the project decision makers are there, 
these meetings may seem like a good time to resolve open issues and action 
items. 

In a large company like Mega Manufacturing, it can be difficult to 
get the right people focused and on the same page for decision making. If 
you can get all of them into a meeting, the temptation is to use that time to 
discuss and resolve problems. Unfortunately, this may result in people 
delaying their day-to-day decisions and, instead, bringing items to the status 
meeting for discussion and resolution. This diverts from the main purpose of 
the meeting and may result in a less functional day-to-day work 
environment. 

On the surface, this might not seem too bad. After all, the right 
people are there. Why not engage in problem solving and decision making 
activities? The problem, however, is that this is not the purpose of the status 
meeting. The purpose is to keep everyone up to date with what is going on, 
at a level where the information is of interest to all of the participants. In 
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addition to a recap of project status, items such as scope change requests, 
issues, or new risks should be discussed, since they could impact everyone. 

Bringing routine items to the status meeting for resolution will cause 
the meeting to break down—just the way Ashley’s is doing. Small problems 
or questions that impact only a few people end up being discussed by a 
subset of the team. As the questions change, different people get engaged, 
but not everyone is involved. In a two-hour meeting, each person may only 
be actively participating for 30 to 45 minutes, and then wishing they were 
somewhere else for the remainder. Of course, not everyone can be actively 
engaged for the entire meeting, but 45 minutes out of a one-hour meeting is 
much better than 45 minutes out of a two-hour meeting. 

As the project manager, Ashley can and should change the format 
and the agenda of the meeting. More than anyone else, she is responsible for 
making sure people’s time is treated valuably. If she is not careful, people 
will start to complain that they are wasting their time, and they will begin to 
skip the meetings. 

The good news is that Ashley seems to understand the meetings are 
not effective in their current format. She told me they are not able to cover 
all of the important business because they are spending too much time 
problem solving. Furthermore, her solution to extend the meeting seems 
appropriate, but it will cause even greater problems. Instead, she should use 
shorter meetings to force the team to be more focused. This will require 
better planning for the meeting, including communicating discussion items 
before the meeting starts. 

It would be wrong to imply no decision making can occur at a status 
meeting. Decision making regarding issues, risks, and scope changes are 
perfectly acceptable. If everyone knows what topics will be covered ahead 
of time, they can discuss them rapidly and resolve them quickly. If it 
becomes clear a quick-and-easy resolution is not possible, then further 
discussion and decision making needs to be tabled and resolved offline. 

The project manager normally acts as the meeting facilitator at a 
status meeting, and is responsible for making sure the meeting is relevant 
and does not get sidetracked. So, while Ashley is certainly frustrated by how 
the meetings are turning out, she is also responsible for controlling the 
agenda and making sure the discussion stays on track. 

Ashley must be firm to keep the discussion from getting sidetracked. 
Again, these may be valuable conversations, but they are usually not 
appropriate for the status meeting. Items need to be identified, taken offline, 
and resolved in another forum. One option for her to consider is to reduce 
the formal status meeting to one hour, and keep the second hour open for 
any members who need further time for discussion. The people who were 
not impacted would be free to leave. 
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In general, longer meetings can leave numerous opportunities to 
wander. Short meetings force more focus on the areas needing to be 
covered. 
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Jade Johnson was an older woman with curly black hair and a big nose. As 
far as I knew, she had never been married and still lived in an old house on 
Rutherford Street she bought more than 25 years ago. In my 10-plus years 
at Mega Manufacturing, I never knew anyone who had much knowledge 
about her, which was strange because she could tell you the life story, 
including the latest gossip, of everyone in the office. 

It was literally spooky how much she knew about people. I will never 
forget the first day I met Jade. My wife and I had just moved to Dickens, and 
it was only my second day on the job. A colleague introduced us when we 
bumped into her by the vending machines in the break room. The first thing 
she said to me was, “So, you’re the one who bought that house on Wood 
Ranch? Tell me, how do you and Pam like the place?” 

I remember feeling an odd sensation in my stomach. I had never met 
this woman before, and she already knew where I lived and my wife’s name. 
A few months later, I found out she went to lunch with a woman in Human 
Resources on my first day, which is how she found out some basic 
information. Still, I knew to be careful with what I said around her. 

She stopped by my office early Tuesday morning to discuss an issue 
she was having on her project to add an accounts receivable interface with 
another bank. 

“Hello, Tom. How are you today?” she said in a raspy voice. 

“I’m doing fine. Sounds like you have a cold.” 

“Just getting over one actually. So, I hear you hooked up Jerry with 
the Morettis’ place. I was surprised to find out Wayne is leaving Dickens. 
Tell me, where are he and his wife moving? Someplace south?” 

I stared blankly into her face and shrugged my shoulders. I knew 
Wayne was going to Arizona, but I didn’t know if it was common knowledge 
or not. If I told Jade, I knew it soon would be. She turned her head slightly 
to the right and squinted her eyes as she stared back at me for several 
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seconds. Finally she sat down and turned her focus on to her project, which 
came as quite a relief to me. 

Jade said her project required a number of changes to our interface 
files going to and coming from our main bank. She told me she was 
frustrated because the support staff at the bank was not available to help her 
team resolve a data transmission problem. My first question was whether 
she had tried escalating the issue at the bank. 

“I guess that’s the next step,” she replied, tapping her long nails on 
my desk. “But they have really been difficult to work with. This is the third 
time I have escalated problems because their staff is unavailable. They must 
hate to hear from me by now.” 

I perked up. “This is interesting,” I said. “Whenever I see a pattern, 
it makes me think a symptom of the problem is being resolved rather than 
the root cause. Why were the bank people unavailable?” 

“They were allocated to other projects and were too busy to help us 
with our problems.” 

“Okay, but why were the bank people allocated to other work?” 

“Well, I was told they have a huge workload. Their people all get 
fully allocated, which means it is hard for us to get help when we need it.” 

“Wait a minute,” I said. “We are making a major change to our 
interface. We should be a part of their workload. Why aren’t they allocating 
resources to us?” 

Jade thought for a minute, and the nail tapping stopped as she 
realized what the answer was. 

 
As we saw earlier, issues are major problems that will impede the progress 
of a project, and are not totally within the ability of the project team to 
resolve. Every issue has a cause and every issue has an effect on the project. 
Some complex issues also have symptoms, which outwardly may look like a 
cause, but are not actually at the root-cause level. Symptoms are directly or 
indirectly related to the problem, but are not the cause of the problem itself. 
A symptom is actually more of an effect of the problem. 
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Sometimes, in the heat of the battle, the project manager sees the 
effect an issue has on the project, and looks quickly at the cause. In some 
cases, this first attempt at problem resolution actually addresses and fixes 
the cause. However, in other cases, the resolution only addresses a 
symptom, rather than the actual root cause. In many cases, resolving a 
symptom might, in fact, be good enough. The issue may go away and not 
return. However, if another similar issue arises later, it might mean a more 
fundamental resolution is required. 

Let’s look again at Jade’s problem in particular. Since her initiative 
requires major changes to the bank interface, she should have involved the 
bank IT staff in the planning process. However, she neglected to do so. If 
her team had not experienced any problems, Jade may have been more 
fortunate. However, the interface is complicated, and the team has run into a 
number of problems. 

When her team hit the first problem, Jade realized the bank was not 
very responsive. However, she did not think the problem through to find the 
root cause of the response time problem. Her initial assumption was 
probably that they were not responsive because they did not have a good 
customer service mindset. But it turns out that was not the case. The way to 
get to the root cause is by asking a series of “why” questions. After asking a 
series of “why” questions, Jade would have realized the bank support staff 
was unavailable because they were allocated to other projects and other 
clients. Jade did not communicate with the bank about what she was doing 
and about what her resource needs would be. Escalating the support issue at 
the bank only resolved the symptom at the time, which was that their staff 
was unavailable. 

Jade resolved the particular problem she faced the first time, but she 
did not get to the root cause. Unfortunately, the problem did not go away for 
good. A little later a similar problem occurred with the bank’s allocation of 
their staffing resources. Again, Jade resolved the particular problem facing 
her team at that time by escalating the lack of support staffing, but she did 
not resolve the root cause. Since this was the second time this problem 
occurred, Jade should have realized now that her first attempt at problem 
resolution did not resolve the root cause of this problem. 

So, now she is bringing this to my attention. When I first heard of 
the problem, I also jumped toward resolving the symptom by escalating the 
problem once again at the bank. However, when Jade said this was the third 
time the problem had occurred, I knew the root cause was not being 
addressed. The bank could not be responsive because their IT support staff 
was allocated to other customers. They were not allocated to Jade’s project 
because she did not include them in her planning. Therefore, the bank did 
not know of her testing needs, and did not allocate any support resources to  
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her project. Her best option now is to work with the support manager at the 
bank to get a person assigned to this project to help her team when they 
have problems. 
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My son Tim and I had been trying to plan a game of miniature golf 

after work for several days, but a persistent storm system over most of 
Illinois, bringing rain and sometimes strong winds, had so far prevented us 
from visiting the green felt links of our local Putt-Putt. I bought a special 
Mickey Mouse set of golf clubs for him last Christmas, and he seemed to 
enjoy swinging them in the back yard when the weather allowed, and in the 
basement when the weather didn’t. The first week of April brought mild 
temperatures, and on the first sunny day I took Tim to play his first round of 
miniature golf. In my opinion, he putted fairly well for a youngster, although 
I wasn’t sure if he enjoyed putting the ball into the hole as much as through 
the clown’s nose or over the bumps and hills. I hoped he wouldn’t be 
disappointed when he went to his first real golf course and found no 
windmill or concrete banks off of which to bounce his ball. 

I was telling the story of our day on the miniature links to Marketing 
Manager Bailey Jenkins, who had been working with Ashley on the 
marketing information database project. Ashley and I had met a few times to 
discuss this project, but I had never met with Bailey before. She was really 
into meditation and I remember hearing nature CDs playing in her office 
when I would go over and visit with Ashley. When I asked Ashley about it, 
she said Bailey liked to meditate over her lunch hour. 

“I tell you, Bailey, he might just be the next Arnold Palmer!” I said, 
finishing my story about Tim and miniature golfing. 

Bailey flashed a smile that said she appreciated the story, but had no 
idea who Arnold Palmer was. I decided to put the “putter talk” aside and 
focus on project management. 

“Bailey, it’s always a pleasure for me to get to meet with our client 
managers. How can I help you?” 

“The vice president of marketing has a lot of interest in making sure 
this marketing information database is implemented successfully,” Bailey 
began.  “He has given us the necessary time, but he has also made it very 
clear he doesn’t want to hear excuses if it goes in late. I think Ashley is 
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doing a good job, especially given the confusion that occurred when our old 
vice president was transferred. I guess I’m nervous because of the high 
visibility. We cannot afford to fail.” 

I acknowledged Bailey’s nervousness. “That’s a natural feeling, 
Bailey. In fact, you and Ashley are both on the hook for the success of this 
project. If there are problems, the VP is going to look to you for answers. It 
won’t be good enough to say Ashley was the project manager and it was her 
responsibility.” 

“That’s exactly my point,” Bailey agreed, taking a deep breath. 
“The VP put me in charge of this project to make sure we hit our project 
budget and deadline. However, most of my background is in the finance 
area. I reviewed the business requirements document created by the project 
team, but I don’t have the expertise to evaluate the information. I want to be 
able to track the project adequately without getting involved in the details, 
but I don’t know what questions to ask.” 

“It’s hard for functional managers to be subject matter experts for 
every project in the organization,” I said. “Your VP shouldn’t expect you to 
have that level of knowledge. However, there are questions you can ask to 
make sure projects are proceeding as expected. These questions are part of 
your quality assurance role.” 

 
Managers want to delegate responsibility and autonomy to project 
managers, but they know they also retain a level of responsibility if the 
project is in trouble or fails. This level of accountability runs up to the 
sponsor as well. Projects that fail or overrun their budgets and deadlines also 
reflect poorly on the sponsor and, to varying degrees, on all other 
management stakeholders. 

So, it is not surprising a sponsor, functional manager, or other high-
level individual wants to understand the status of a project. Of course, they 
can read status reports, but they are pretty much taking the project 
manager’s word on the status. In many cases, the status reports are so vague 
it is hard to know for sure what is going on.  

So how do managers have a better idea as to the status of a project? 
They could review the documentation being prepared, but most managers 
are not experts in the business aspects of all the projects in their 
organization. If the work involves an IT development project, like Ashley’s, 
they rarely have the expertise to understand the design documentation or the 
program code. Therefore, managers generally need to rely on quality 
assurance techniques.  
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The purpose of quality assurance is to ensure sound processes are 
used to create project deliverables (quality control is all about ensuring the 
deliverable itself is complete and correct). If managers cannot ensure that 
deliverables are of high quality based on their own experience, they must, at 
a minimum, feel the project team used a solid process to build the 
deliverable. 

In this instance, Bailey is in the project sponsor role, which was 
delegated to her by the vice president, who is the executive sponsor. Bailey 
is in the Marketing Department. However, her real expertise is in finance, 
and the executive sponsor named her as the project sponsor to ensure the 
project met its budget and deadline commitments. It’s not surprising then for 
her to be uncomfortable reviewing the business requirements document 
produced by the project team. Bailey cannot look at the business 
requirements document and know for sure whether the requirements are 
correct and complete. 

Fortunately, she does not have to. She should put on her quality 
assurance hat instead. What she really needs to know is what the deliverable 
looks like, how it was created, who was involved in generating the 
requirements, who reviewed the document, and who approved the 
document. Depending on the answers, she may or may not feel comfortable 
with the deliverable. When she is performing quality assurance on the 
business requirements document, for instance, she can look for these signs 
to tell if more follow-up is needed. 

Bad signs: 

The document is sloppy, poorly formatted, and hard to read. • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The requirements were generated by talking to one key user, plus 
the IT staff. 

The requirements were not formally approved. 

Good signs: 

The document looks good, reads well, and follows a standard 
template format. 

The requirements were generated by getting all the key users and 
stakeholders together in a facilitated session for a full day. 

The document was reviewed and agreed to by all major users and 
stakeholders. 

Quality assurance is not a one-time activity. It should be an ongoing 
part of your project. The manager of the project manager, and the sponsor, 
are the key individuals who should be performing a quality assurance check 
at the end of every phase, or during every major milestone. 

If the project manager can explain and justify the process used to 
create the project deliverables, then there is a good likelihood the 
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deliverables are acceptable. If the project is also within its budget, effort, 
and timeline estimates, then the manager or sponsor performing the quality 
assurance check should have confidence the project is on track. Similar 
questions regarding other deliverables can be asked as the project progresses 
through its life cycle. 
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 “Hey Tom! How are you doing? Everything going okay?” I did not look up 
from my computer screen but immediately recognized Sam’s voice. Sam 
Boyd, our Human Resources manager, was very “charismatic,” to put it 
politely. It was mid-April, and Sam was completing our company recruiting 
for spring college graduates. 

“I am doing just fine, thanks for asking. How are things in Human 
Resources?” 

“Everything is going great. I just finished an interview with a young 
man by the name of Ron Klinger, who will be graduating from Northeast 
Illinois State next month. I was really impressed with him. He will graduate 
top of his class and he seems as sharp as a tack. I’d like to offer him a 
position here. Of course, I have to get an interview team set up. . . .” 

Just then my phone rang. As a rule, the only time I interrupt a face-
to face discussion was when my boss called, but Sam motioned he had to 
leave anyway, so I waved good-bye and picked up the call. I was surprised 
to find Emma Flood on the other end. 

Emma was the IT director in our Chicago office, and she wanted me 
to evaluate a project significantly over budget and long overdue to assess 
whether it was now on the right track. I agreed to offer my input, and 
arranged to “meet” via teleconference later in the day with two of the major 
project participants. 

My first meeting was with Curtis Chapman, the project manager. He 
was desperately trying to establish a revised schedule and budget. I asked 
him what the project sponsor thought of the revised schedule, and he said he 
had exchanged e-mails with her and she seemed happy the project might 
finally be completed. I also asked whether the Project Definition document 
had been updated. He insisted there was really no need to update it, since 
the original assumptions, deliverables, scope, etc.were the same as before. 

Then I talked with Jennifer Adams, the project sponsor. Jennifer was 
very unhappy with the whole project, and used the opportunity to vent her 
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frustrations with the IT team. She held nothing back, saying it was doubtful 
the business value of the project would be achieved with the increased 
budget, and recent business changes made it questionable whether the 
original requirements were still valid. She said she would just be glad when 
the whole project was completed and behind her. 

After the meetings, I collected my thoughts for a recommendation to 
Emma. When I spoke with her again, she was extremely curious as to what I 
thought of the project and its chance for future success. 

I came right to the point. “Unless something changes very quickly, I 
think the project should be cancelled.” 

 
One of the advantages of being the project adviser is that I normally do not 
have any attachment to the projects I evaluate. Ownership, or partial 
ownership, of a project can sometimes cloud one’s ability to make rational 
decisions. 

It is generally understood if a project is approved, it must have 
inherent business value. In addition, the value must be such that the project 
is prioritized higher than other competing projects that are nominated but 
not approved. However, things change and nothing can be taken for granted 
when it comes to projects and the business value they provide. Market 
conditions change, project cost estimates change, and business priorities 
change. A project with great business value today might suddenly be 
irrelevant months, weeks, or even days later. 

With that in mind, let’s look at the project in the Chicago office. This 
project has already failed once, and is about to fail again. Sure, the project 
might be able to hit its revised timeline and budget—but what will the result 
be from a business perspective? The IT team, lead by Curtis, is determined 
to deliver the project as it was originally defined, even if the assumptions 
and expectations of the client have changed considerably. Curtis wants to 
pretend everything is okay, even though he must realize the inherent 
problems with the initiative at this point. To be charitable, he may just be 
hearing what he wants to hear from Jennifer, the project sponsor. He hears 
the sponsor saying she will be happy when the project is completed, but 
what she really wants is to get rid of the project. This is hardly the 
endorsement needed to proceed. The business situation has also changed, 
and the sponsor doubts the deliverables are even valid anymore. 

Jennifer, the project sponsor, is not helping either. In fact, she may 
be more at fault here, since she knows the project is probably a failure at this 
point. The IT team could probably make the excuse they were continuing 
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the project because the sponsor never told them to stop. This is a poor 
excuse, but it might provide them with a bit of cover if the project implodes. 

Jennifer, on the other hand, doesn’t have any excuses. She is willing 
to spend additional company resources on an effort she has lost confidence 
in, and from which she has already mentally checked out. She doubts the 
business value of the deliverables is there anymore. She doesn’t want to 
make the mental investment to try to revise the objectives or the scope to 
make the deliverables relevant again. Furthermore, the fact the sponsor 
would be willing, even eager, to voice her displeasure with the project team 
is probably a sign the relationship between the sponsor and project manager 
has deteriorated beyond recovery. 

Jennifer doesn’t want to admit the work and money so far have been 
wasted. Since our company does not do a good job following up on whether 
projects achieve their business value, she probably feels the better 
alternative is to complete the project, gain some business value, and chalk 
the whole thing up to experience. 

Both sides want to complete the project—but for the wrong reasons. 
The investment that has been made in this project may already be lost, and it 
would appear that further investment in the project in its current form would 
be a case of throwing even more good money away. Emma, the IT director, 
and the vice president of the client organization might make an assessment 
as to whether it makes sense to continue the project, but at this point that 
probably requires a reevaluation of the entire business value proposition. It’s 
possible the project could continue with new sponsorship and a new project 
manager, but it would then probably need to restart with the planning and 
definition process to make sure it is still delivering something of value to the 
new sponsor. There is a lot working against this project. For now, the 
project should be placed on hold, or simply cancelled. Sometimes it’s better 
not to complete a project. This is one of those times. 

73 



 
I received an e-mail from Jade Johnson on April 30 asking if she could 
come by and see me. Jade’s team was making a number of changes to our 
interface files going to and coming from our main bank. I told her she could 
come by in the afternoon. She was a little vague and explained her problem 
was not yet “official,” but she would contact me in a few days. I was not 
sure what she meant, but she said she would explain later. 

Jade called me this morning to schedule an afternoon meeting, and I 
had to admit she had aroused my curiosity. She arrived five minutes early 
for our appointment, and since I was already in my office, I asked her to 
come in. 

“How are you today, Jade?” 

“I am fine, Tom. How are you?” 

“Things are great, thanks for asking. Tell me, though, Jade, what’s 
going on with your project? You mentioned last week you had a problem, 
but it was not an ‘official’ problem. Can I assume it is now?” 

“Sorry for the confusion, Tom. Yes, it is a problem now. You see, last 
week I was speaking to one of our team members and she told me Kristen in 
the Finance Department is pregnant! She then told me it was a secret for 
now and I should not mention it to anyone. Of course, this causes a big 
problem for us, but I could not address it until she officially announced it. I 
got an e-mail from Kristen this morning letting me know about her 
pregnancy, so now I guess the cat’s out of the bag.” 

Jade explained about how many of the activities in the project plan 
relied on Kristen’s expertise. She was going to be instrumental in the 
success of the project, since she had provided the business expertise and 
leadership for setting up the bank interfaces a few years ago. Jade wanted 
to rely on Kristen again, but Kristen’s e-mail mentioned she was three 
months pregnant and would be taking an extended leave from work when 
the baby was born. 
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 “Here is my dilemma,” Jade said. “If we are lucky, we will have the 
project done by the time Kristen has her baby. But if the baby comes early 
or if the project is delayed, we could be in trouble.” 

I asked Jade how she planned to account for this. 

“Well, I called you just to be sure,” she said. “I think this is 
definitely an issue. You know what you always say—‘issues are problems.’ ” 

“Well, I’m glad you remember about issues,” I said. “But this 
situation is not yet a problem. It is a potential problem. You should identify 
it and manage it as a project risk.” 

 
Issues and risks are related but not the same. Issues are large problems 
present today that will impede the project if left unresolved. They must be 
focused on and resolved quickly. You have no other choice. By its nature, 
issues management is a reactive project management process, since you do 
not invoke it until the issue has already arisen. 

On the other hand, risks are future conditions or circumstances 
outside the control of the project team that will have an adverse impact on 
the project should they occur. In other words, an issue is a current problem 
that must be dealt with, whereas a risk is a potential future problem. The 
good thing about a risk is you have some time to deal with the threat. Risk 
management is the process of identifying, analyzing, responding to, and 
controlling project risks. Risk management is a proactive project 
management process, since you are trying to deal with potential future 
events. 

Risk management is not a one-time process. You should always 
identify risks at the beginning of the project during the up-front definition 
process, but you should also periodically look at remaining work to identify 
any new risks. This evaluation can take place on a periodic basis (e.g., 
monthly) or on project milestones. 

Such is the case with Jade’s project. When the project was started, 
there was no mention of the risk associated with losing Kristen, the strongest 
and most experienced analyst in the client organization. This makes sense. 
Although there was a very small chance any individual person might leave a 
project team, there was no reason to elevate this to a risk level needing to be 
identified and controlled. 

However, events have changed, and now there is a definite 
possibility that Kristen’s expertise will not be available to the project team 
before the project completes. Kristen is still on the project today, so there is 
no issue to be dealt with immediately. There is a potential problem in the 
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future, but notice it is not a certainty. In fact, it is a certainty that Kristen 
will be taking maternity leave, but in all likelihood the project will be over 
by then, or at least be past a point where Kristen’s expertise is critical. 
However, that result cannot be taken for granted, hence the need to identify 
this as a project risk. 

Jade must put a risk plan in place to respond to this potential 
problem. A common objective of the risk plan is mitigation, which means 
you try to ensure the risk event does not occur (there are other options as 
well, which will be addressed in another lesson). Looking at Jade’s project, 
the timing of the new baby’s arrival cannot be controlled, so eliminating the 
risk event is not an option. However, since Jade has identified this risk early, 
she has plenty of time to control the impact of the event to ensure the project 
can still be completed successfully. Potential options for Jade to consider 
include 

Accelerating the work Kristen needs to perform so there is a 
good likelihood it will be completed before she leaves 

• 

• 

• 

Cross-training a replacement in the client organization who can 
take over from Kristen if she has to leave early 

Replacing Kristen altogether with another resource, while still 
utilizing her as a backup and a mentor for her replacement 

Since Jade has time, this project risk will likely be resolved before 
there is an impact on the project. That is the nature of risks. Since they are 
future events, you have at least some time to deal with them before they 
occur. There may not be a good way to resolve the risk, but at least you have 
some time to attempt a risk response. 
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Jerry called me to set up an afternoon meeting on May 1. I invited him to 
lunch, but he asked for a raincheck as his schedule was crazy. Jerry and I 
exchanged e-mails frequently, and he mentioned last week he and his wife 
were getting excited about moving into Wayne’s house. The Morettis were 
moving to Arizona in July, and planned to leave Illinois during the last week 
of June. Jerry was already beginning to pack up the apartment, preparing to 
move in shortly after the Morettis moved out. Jerry had filled out the 
necessary paperwork to take over ownership of the Morettis’ home, and had 
already secured the mortgage from the bank. I volunteered to help him move 
when the time came, and he gladly accepted. 

Jerry was also approaching a significant milestone at Mega 
Manufacturing, or at least I thought it was significant. He was in the final 
week or two of his project to upgrade the phone mail system, and most of the 
changes had already been implemented. He had not had a major problem 
pop up for almost a month, and I could tell his confidence was sky-high as 
he witnessed the fruits of his labor. At least it was sky-high before last 
Friday. 

Jerry arrived on time for our meeting and began filling me in on the 
problem he had encountered. He was wearing a blue suit with a red-and 
yellow striped tie. 

“Why the fancy suit, Jerry? Do you have a job interview today?” I 
knew the joke was lame, but it’s always the first thing I think of when I see 
someone in a suit. 

“No, actually Barbara and I are celebrating our anniversary today. 
I am taking her to a pricey restaurant for dinner right after work.” 

“That’s great. Happy anniversary!” I said, standing up to shake his 
hand. He filled me in on his dinner plans before getting down to business. 

 “The CIO asked us to give him a demo of the new voicemail 
software,” he started. “This should not have been a problem, but when we 
went to his office, wouldn’t you know it—the system didn’t work right! We 
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had to come back half an hour later to finish the demonstration. He liked the 
new system, but I’m not sure he is totally confident in our ability to install 
it.” 

“Sounds embarrassing,” I said. “What went wrong?” 

“We’re trying to get additional people trained on how to install the 
software,” he replied. “Unfortunately, we assigned one of our newer people 
to work on the CIO setup, and he missed one of the steps. Maybe he cannot 
be trusted to do the upgrade. We may have to remove him from the project.” 

“Whoa,” I cautioned. “You have thousands of phones to upgrade. I 
think you are going to need all the help you can get. Tell me, what 
procedures are in place to help these new technicians?” 

Jerry thought carefully for a minute. “The techs are supposed to 
understand phones and the voicemail software. We spent time showing each 
person what needed to be done for the upgrade, and we assumed they were 
skilled enough and professional enough to do the job.” 

I started to see a problem with the team’s quality process. “You 
know, you are going to have to upgrade dozens of phone switches and 
thousands of phones for this project. It seems to me that even if your team is 
very diligent, there is a good chance problems will crop up on some of the 
installations. High-quality projects are only partially the result of good 
people. They are also the result of having good quality processes. When 
quality problems like this surface, don’t blame your people—fix your 
processes instead.” 

 
If people always produced high-quality results, there would be no need for 
quality management. However, even the best people make mistakes, 
including project managers! Sometimes they don’t even know it. For 
instance, quality problems can result from misunderstandings or from 
defects in raw materials. In other words, you may be doing everything right 
as far as you know, and problems can still occur. 

One core project management responsibility is to manage the overall 
quality of the deliverables produced. Creating a quality plan that identifies 
quality control activities and quality assurance activities is one aspect of 
managing the overall quality. 

Quality control activities validate the specific quality of the 
deliverables, usually after the fact. For instance, software testing a computer 
program is a quality control activity. 

78 



Quality assurance activities ensure the processes utilized in the 
project are of high quality, and will result in quality deliverables. This could 
include client review and approval of deliverables. 

A project team cannot deliver consistent, high-quality products 
without good processes in place. Of course, you want to have good, 
motivated people as well. But, if you put good people into a complex, 
chaotic situation without good processes or guidelines, they are bound to 
struggle as well. 

Quality processes must be scaled to the size, complexity, and 
importance of the project. Small projects have simple, basic quality checks 
built into the workplan. Larger projects have good overall quality processes 
in place, as well as metrics to determine the level of quality being produced. 
The team should monitor the quality metrics and improve the overall work 
processes when possible. 

You will notice that nothing described so far focuses on people. 
There was no mention of hiring only the best people, or reassigning people 
who make mistakes. If good processes are in place, and if people work 
according to those processes, then everything should be fine. In a quality 
organization, you don’t blame people when things go wrong. People are 
bound to make mistakes. It is in our nature. 

Let’s go back and look at Jerry’s project. Jerry’s frustration with a 
team member’s performance is misplaced. Sure, it hurt when the upgrade 
process failed for the CIO. But other employees are bound to face similar 
problems as the upgrade is rolled out. What is he going to do—replace every 
team member who makes a mistake? Instead, Jerry needs to focus on 
processes. As it is organized now, Jerry’s project plan is asking his team 
members to perform their work with very little structure and support, while 
he hopes nothing will go wrong. That’s not a recipe for success. Instead, he 
should create a quality process to ensure everyone will be successful. This 
process could include providing better initial training, creating written 
procedures or checklists, pairing up new members with more experienced 
people, and having a second person perform quick random checks of the 
phones as they are converted. The first key to quality management is having 
processes in place to ensure things are correct the first time. 
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May 5 was a fun day for the employees at Mega Manufacturing. The 
company always paid for a nice Cinco de Mayo luncheon, and brought in 
catered food from Tico Taco, one of the few Mexican restaurants in 
Dickens. For most people, the annual party provided a nice opportunity to 
get outside and enjoy socializing with colleagues in an open environment. It 
was also always nice to see Dennis Lucas, our CEO, wearing a sombrero. 
Dennis was in his 60s and wore small, round glasses on his tiny head. He 
also had a bald head, which allowed the sombrero to slide over his ears to 
the top of his glasses. 

I had just arrived at the party and was enjoying a burrito with extra 
jalapeños when Jeff Erickson came over to say hello. Jeff had just returned 
from a week’s vacation in the Bahamas, which he had won from a radio 
station after correctly identifying a montage of songs from the 1980s. He 
had a dark tan and a bright smile on his face. 

“I take it the vacation went well,” I said as I shook his hand. 

“It was incredible, Tom, and so relaxing. My wife and I tanned on 
the beach every day and just listened to the waves crashing as we sipped 
piña coladas. I feel like a new man!” 

Jeff and I had worked a lot together when I was still with the IT 
department, but I had not spoken to him since the New Year’s Eve party. He 
was a tall guy with a big body frame. He liked to lift weights and frequently 
worked out at the gym over his lunch hour. He was not the typical computer 
nerd, which is probably why we got along so well when we worked together. 

“Say, Tom, I wonder if I could ask your opinion on a problem I am 
having with a project?” 

“Sure Jeff. What’s going on?” 

Jeff gave me a quick summary of his project involving the 
installation of manufacturing software for one of his clients. He spoke about 
his Project Definition and the progress his team had made so far on the 
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project, and also mentioned it was the fourth time he had installed this 
software at one of our plants. 

“The installation process for this software is similar at each plant, 
but each plant has its own unique needs as well. For instance, the plant 
manager in our current installation has requested we implement a custom 
inventory management module the other plants do not need.” 

“A custom module?” I asked in surprise. “I thought you said you 
were only going to implement base package functionality. If there is a new 
business need, I hope you are invoking scope change management.” 

“I talked to the client about scope change,” he replied. “But they 
know our cost estimate includes a 15 percent contingency. They approved 
the additional contingency, so they thought we could use that funding for 
this new work.” 

“Tell me, why did you include the 15 percent estimating 
contingency?” 

“The contingency covered a couple of unknowns,” Jeff explained. “I 
am the only one on the team who has done this kind of project before; and it 
may take some time to get the rest of my team up to speed. We are also 
installing a newer release of the package than was installed at the other 
plants. The other packages are all an older release.” 

“Those sound like valid reasons to add contingency,” I concluded. 
“What will happen if your people need extra time with the learning curve or 
the new software has some unexpected glitches, but you have used up your 
contingency on work outside of scope?” 

Jeff was getting the idea. “I guess the project will be over budget. 
Then I will look like a bad project manager, even though I thought I was 
being client focused.” 

 
The only time you know for sure what a project will cost and how long it 
will last is after the work is completed. By its very nature, estimating is a 
guess. Of course, by using proper estimating techniques, you can make it a 
very close guess. However, there is always some degree of uncertainty in an 
estimate. 

One of the steps in the estimating process is to add contingency to 
reflect the level of uncertainty associated with the estimate. If your estimate 
is at a high level, the contingency could be plus or minus 50 percent or 
more. However, even if most of the facts are known, a contingency of plus 
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or minus 10 percent would not be unreasonable. This contingency can apply 
to effort, cost, and the project deadline. 

When you place a contingency in the project, everyone should 
understand it is there to recognize the estimating uncertainty. However, once 
the estimate is approved, there may be pressure to use the contingency 
budget to absorb additional requirements instead. Your client may start to 
think of the contingency as “extra money” to be spent as needed. Although 
it is tempting to use the contingency when new functionality is requested, 
the project manager must ensure the estimating contingency is used as 
intended. 

Jeff’s project has just begun, and there is already a request to use the 
contingency. Using the contingency for this additional requirement would 
open the project up to two risks. First, the project could go over budget if the 
uncertainties associated with the original estimate come true. The budget 
contingency is there in case activities take longer than anticipated, or in case 
the original estimate left out work that should clearly have been within 
scope. If you use the contingency for extra work outside of scope, you will 
have nothing (or less) left over for estimating errors. As Jeff realizes, he will 
then be seen as a poor manager (or a poor estimator) even though he may 
think he is being client focused right now by agreeing to his client’s request. 

Second, by skipping the scope change process, Jeff is denying the 
sponsor an opportunity to make a decision as to whether the requested 
change is justified from a cost/benefit perspective. Instead, he and the plant 
manager are making the decision themselves. Although the plant manager is 
a key stakeholder, he is not the person funding this entire project. 

Jeff’s best option now is to push the request through the scope 
change process and let the sponsor determine if it is worth the incremental 
time and cost to the project. If so, the project budget and timeline should be 
increased to cover the work. 

The client should not worry that the contingency budget will be 
wasted. As the project progresses, portions of the estimating contingency 
can be released back to the client if the project is trending on or ahead of 
schedule. Any money remaining from the estimating contingency at the end 
of the project can be returned to the business client (or retained as additional 
project profit from an external customer). 
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The burritos, tortilla chips, and guacamole left a heavy feeling in my 
stomach, so I decided to skip the remainder of the party and take a walk. 
There was a small wine shop about a block south of the Mega 
Manufacturing building, and I figured a quick walk there and back would 
do me good. Of course, one cannot just walk to a wine shop without taking a 
quick look around, so I factored a quick stop into my schedule as well. I 
figured I could make it there and back in 30 minutes, which was when the 
Cinco de Mayo party was scheduled to end. 

The Wine Depot was owned by Brent Bonds, and it carried a nice 
variety of “everyday” wines, as well as a few hard-to-find gems. I was not a 
wine snob, but Pam and I enjoyed a bottle every now and again. I liked the 
place because Brent was very knowledgeable and always made good 
recommendations. A tiny bell atop the door rang as I entered, and Brent 
poked his head over the top row of bottles in the Merlot section to say hello.  

I browsed amongst the wines on display in the store for a few 
minutes, and decided to buy a bottle of Columbia Crest Grand Estates 
Chardonnay on sale for $11.99. Pam mentioned she was making fish for 
dinner, and Brent said the chardonnay would go perfectly with the meal. At 
$12, I decided to take his word for it. 

When I returned to my office, I was surprised to find Reyna Andersen 
waiting outside my door. Reyna and I had spoken only occasionally since 
Wayne introduced us, and she explained she had just come from a meeting 
with her sponsor. Going into the meeting, she was working on a 
straightforward project to implement a customer relationship management 
(CRM) package. After the meeting, however, the project had become much 
more complex, and she immediately wanted to talk to me about it. I tucked 
my bottle of wine into my workbag and asked Reyna to come in and sit 
down. 

 “My sponsor just informed me their division has reorganized,” she 
began. “We need to implement this CRM package in our Canadian and 
Mexican operations as well.” 
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“Wow, that’s a major change!” I replied. “I’ll bet you want to talk 
to me about scope change management.” 

“Actually, I don’t,” she replied. “I explained to the sponsor her 
request was way outside the scope we agreed to. She agreed and asked us to 
come up with a new estimated budget and end date. My biggest concern is 
being able to communicate and work successfully in the other countries. I 
have never been to either country, and I don’t know what to expect.” 

“I think I would have the same concerns,” I agreed. “There are no 
specific problems right now, but when you are working internationally, 
communication cannot be taken for granted. The good news is the change in 
scope has come before the project has gone too far. You should have time to 
deal with it.” 

“Exactly!” Reyna replied. “But I don’t know what to do next. This 
CRM initiative requires a culture change for the sales staff. Communication 
was already critical, and now it is even more so. I need to call a team 
meeting to try to get a handle on the communication needs, and work with 
my team to plan how we can successfully operate in these different 
cultures.” 

“Bingo!” I said approvingly. “You have solved your own problem.” 

 
Culture change refers to changing the way people perform their jobs. 
Implementing a culture change initiative in one organization requires a 
multifaceted communication strategy to be successful. Add a widely 
dispersed client base, including stakeholders in foreign countries, and it can 
really be scary. 

All the potential problems can usually be overcome with enough 
planning and proactive project management. Risk management can be 
invoked to address these potential problems, but the key item for resolving 
the risk is a formal Communication Plan. Creating a Communication Plan 
involves following a simple process: 

1. 
2. 
3. 

Identify the key clients, users, stakeholders, etc. 

Determine their communication needs. 

Brainstorm ways to fulfill the communication needs. This is an 
opportunity to be creative. 

The communication options will fit into three main categories: 
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Mandatory: This generally includes project status reports, 
legal requirements, financial reporting, etc. This information 
is pushed out to the recipients. 

• 

Informational: This includes information people want to 
know, or information that the project team wants to provide 
for them. This information is usually made available for 
people to read, but requires them to take the initiative, or pull 
the communication. An example is having a project Web site. 

• 

• 

4. 

Marketing: These activities help to build buy-in and to add 
enthusiasm for the project and its deliverables. This type of 
information is pushed out to the appropriate people. 
Examples include newsletters, success stories, project 
posters, speaking at department meetings, etc. 

Evaluate the options in step 3 to determine which provide the 
most value at the least cost and impact to the project, and 
cover all of the stakeholders to some degree. Since you can’t 
do everything, these are the communication activities to start 
with. 

5. Fill in the communication details and move to the project 
workplan. This includes the timing of the various 
communications, the effort required, dependencies, and who 
is responsible. 

Even though Reyna has not had responsibility for an international 
project, others in the company have. She needs to speak to them to 
determine the type of communication and interaction that works best with 
the Canadian and Mexican staff. Once she has a good communication 
process in place, she should monitor it to ensure people are getting the 
information they need. If not, the plan should be modified as appropriate 
throughout the project. This could mean including some of the additional 
communication activities identified earlier, or coming up with new 
communication ideas based on the experience of the project so far. 

Good proactive communication is vital in a culture change initiative 
like this. It is not the only area Reyna must address, but it is the foundation 
upon which all other incentives will be built. 
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Sam in Human Resources set up a meeting with me for the afternoon of May 
28 with a new employee. It was Ron Klinger, the recent graduate Sam had 
mentioned to me last month. He had accepted our offer last month, and had 
only been on the job for about a week. The two of them came by my office 
around 2 p.m., and Sam introduced us. 

“Tom Mochal, this is Ron Klinger,” he said. “Ron just graduated 
from Northeast Illinois State and started with us last week.” Ron looked 
young. Did I look that young when I graduated college? He must have been 
22 or 23, and his overall look was crisp and professional. I didn’t know how 
smart or skilled he was, but he looked like a businessman. I was impressed. 

“It is a pleasure meeting you,” I replied. “Actually, I remember Sam 
speaking briefly about you after your initial company interviews. If I 
remember correctly, you were top of your class.” 

“That’s right,” Ron said with pride. “I am really anxious to get 
started and prove myself.” 

“That’s actually why I brought Ron by today,” Sam interjected. “He 
is starting a new project and I wanted you to give him some advice on how 
best to proceed.” 

Surprisingly, Sam said little else and left shortly thereafter, giving 
Ron and me some time to discuss his assignment. He was responsible for 
creating a real-time equipment utilization report for a manufacturing 
division client. Actually, I was a little concerned. It was not unusual to give 
new people responsibility, but to ask Ron to lead a project as his first 
assignment seemed aggressive. Perhaps he had some prior experience 
managing projects at school. 

“Tom,” Ron began, “I know you have a standard Project Definition 
document and I wanted some help developing it for the first time. I have a 
good idea what the objectives and scope are, but I’m not sure about a 
couple of the other sections like risk, budget, and the overall approach.” 

86 



 “Great,” I replied. “We can walk through the major risks, and I can 
also give you a risk template for you to complete on your own.” 

“Good. I am also not sure exactly how we do budgeting here, so I 
will need some help going over my estimate and determining what the cost 
will be.” 

The kid sure seems to be asking the right questions, I thought. “Not 
a problem. I can give you an overview of how we do budgeting, and then 
you can confirm some of the details with your manager.” 

“I think the only other area I am not sure about is the project 
approach section. I just need more clarity on what you expect to see there.” 

“That section can be a little tricky, but by the time you get your 
initial workplan laid out, you should have the information you need to 
complete the approach. How many people will be working with you on this 
project?” 

Ron was a little surprised. “Well, right now I am the only one 
identified,” he said. 

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “Really? You are going to put 
the whole application together yourself?” 

“Yes. There will just be one new online screen to create,” Ron said. 

I was beginning to get the picture. “Ron, how much effort are you 
estimating it will take to complete this work?” 

“I should be able to complete it in about 80 hours,” Ron said. 

I was now able to shift gears and start down a new line of 
questioning. The rest of our conversation was focused on gathering only the 
information Ron needed to define a small enhancement project. 

 
Much of the work done in a company can be structured and organized as a 
project. In turn, all projects need to be managed. However, the process (or 
methodology) used to manage the work needs to scale up and down, 
depending on the size of the work effort. 

For instance, large projects should have a formal definition and 
planning phase, as well as rigorous processes for managing and controlling 
the work. In fact, it would not be unusual for a very large project of 10,000 
hours to require 1,500 hours of project management time. Medium-sized 
projects still require some level of planning and some processes for 
managing and controlling the work. For instance, on a 1,000-hour project, 
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only 150 hours of project management time might be needed. Note the 
percentage is the same (15 percent), but the total hours are down 
considerably. The same rigorous project management processes for a 
10,000-hour project would not be needed for a 1,000-hour project. 

How about a small project? A person may not need much “formal” 
planning or managing at all if the project is small enough. The planning and 
managing could probably be done in the person’s head as he or she goes. 
For instance, a 10-hour project (such as a small enhancement) may only 
need an hour of project management. This hour is not spent on formal 
project management procedures, but might include completing a simple 
work authorization form, mapping a plan of attack in your head and some 
simple communication with stakeholders. 

Let’s look again at Ron’s project. I give him credit for being eager to 
follow project management processes, but he is not scaling the processes 
appropriately. It doesn’t make sense to spend 10 hours to write a Project 
Definition document for a project requiring only 80 hours of effort. He 
doesn’t need to define formal objectives, scope, or approach. Those 
concepts have less meaning for small work efforts. He doesn’t need to 
follow formal project management procedures. The chances of running into 
a major scope change or having to manage a risk are very small on a project 
of this size. 

Fortunately, our department has some processes and forms that 
reinforce the scalable nature of the work. For instance, we have a one-page 
document called a Service Request form, which is used to define small 
enhancements and other minor initiatives. Once I realized the work effort 
was small, I made Ron aware of this form and we spent the rest of our 
meeting going over the handful of items on this form. All changes to 
production applications should be documented and approved by the client 
manager responsible for that application. The Service Request Form allows 
the client manager to see the request and the estimated effort. They can then 
approve the change request as well as prioritize the work against all of the 
other service requests that might be under consideration at any given time. 

The lesson for Ron is to make sure he does not blindly follow a 
methodology. Our organization has some standards and requirements for all 
projects, and of course, these should be followed. He can determine which 
other project management processes make the most sense for his project and 
add them to the workplan as well. 
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Brian White was a project manager in his early 30s who had a reputation 
for being very easygoing and was extremely well-liked. A talented musician, 
he often played his guitar around town at open microphone nights in bars or 
coffee shops. He would put up fliers in the break rooms advertising these 
events, and there were always at least a few employees who would show up 
to cheer him on. I had never seen him perform, but I had heard he played a 
mellow set, including several cover songs from Simon and Garfunkel. Given 
his relatively young age, I was surprised to find out about his affinity for the 
“Bridge over Troubled Water” duo. A few weeks ago, I helped Brian put 
together an estimate for a wireless Internet project for Mega 
Manufacturing’s R&D department. He had good news and bad news when I 
met with him for the second time. 

“The estimate we worked on a few weeks ago has been accepted!” 
he said, smiling broadly. “However, the timeline for completing the project 
has been shortened. My manager said a couple of other business units are 
interested in the new technology, and they want this proof-of-concept 
project completed as soon as possible.” 

“Well I guess that’s good news,” I agreed. “Do you need help with 
the Project Definition? I think the project is small enough that we can use 
the abbreviated version.” 

“I agree the definition document is normally important,” Brian said. 
“But we are already past the planning process. Based on our earlier 
deadline date, we are already starting the work.” 

I could foresee potential problems if Brian went forward like this. 
“Really?” I questioned. “What are your deliverables? What is your 
approach? Where is your timeline? What is in scope and out of scope?” 

Brian could only give me partial answers, which made me even more 
nervous. I think his early excitement made him think he could get by without 
a plan. The shortened deadline then got him thinking he did not have time 
for the planning. 
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“It sounds like you only have a vague idea of what you are going to 
do and what the expectations are,” I pointed out. “One of the purposes of 
definition and planning is to ensure you have an agreement with your 
sponsor on what is expected. Otherwise, you will only be able to define your 
plans and deliverables after you have started the project and by then it will 
be too late to meet your deadline. 

“But what about that deadline?” Brian insisted. “We’ve got to start 
now if we want to get the work done on time.” 

“Planning is not a luxury you do only if you have time,” I countered. 
“Planning is a part of the project. If you have a choice, it’s better to define 
and plan the project first, and then execute the plan. However, sometimes 
you have to start the project immediately and plan the work while some of it 
is already in progress.” 

 
Project managers often need to start working on a project before the 
planning is complete. This could be because of time pressure, like Brian’s 
project, or it could be caused by the project team being assigned before the 
planning is completed. In the latter case, the project manager would need to 
have work available to keep the team members busy. These are not optimal 
situations, but they happen all the time. 

When project execution starts early, there is a tendency to think you 
can get by without the up-front definition and planning. Since the planning 
normally occurs first, it may seem as if the time for planning has passed and 
cannot be recovered. However, this is not the case. If you don’t plan, you 
won’t know what your deliverables are, what your scope is, or what the 
workplan looks like. Even if you think you know the answers, you will not 
have confirmed that they are correct with your sponsor to make sure you are 
all on the same page. 

It is possible to successfully define and plan the work after the 
project work has started. The trick is to assign resources to activities you are 
confident will need to be done in any case. For instance, most projects have 
some up-front analysis work. You can assign resources to work on the 
analysis while you are completing the planning. The ability to assign and 
manage work, while you are also performing the initial planning, is time 
consuming and requires the project manager to be well organized, 
disciplined, and able to multitask. It’s hard work, which is another reason 
why many project managers skip it if the project has already started. 
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At some point, the definition and planning work will be completed. 
The project manager now has an agreement with the sponsor on what needs 
to be done, and a workplan that shows how to get the work done. The 
project manager can then confirm what work has been completed so far, and 
can make sure nothing critical has been missed. You should also check 
whether you have assigned unnecessary work. You may have assigned and 
completed some unnecessary work, but that is the tradeoff for having to start 
the work early. Hopefully, any wasted work effort will be made up for by an 
increased ability to deliver to an early deadline. On a project like this, the 
deadline date is normally more important than the effort and cost, and your 
sponsor is usually willing to be a little inefficient to achieve the deadline 
date. 

The reward of this definition and planning is the ability to manage 
the rest of the project proactively. 

The alternative scenario is that the project work gets too far ahead of 
your embryonic schedule and the definition and planning process never 
catches up. The risk to the project of skipping the definition and planning 
includes 

An inaccurate workplan, resulting in missed activities or extra, 
unnecessary activities throughout the project 

• 

• 

• 

• 

A loose understanding of scope, resulting in small and large 
scope changes 

Deliverables that do not meet the client’s expectations 

An uncertainty of the project risks and how to respond to them 

In this specific project, I would not recommend that Brian stops 
everything to complete the definition and the planning first. However, he 
still needs to proceed with the planning, along with the project execution. In 
the short-term, he can identify work that must be done, regardless of the 
outcome of the planning process, and assign team members to this work. 
Brian should also continue to plan out the work and get approval and 
agreement on what the project will do, what the deliverables are, etc. Based 
on the size of his project, he can define the work by completing an 
Abbreviated Project Definition. When the Abbreviated Project Definition 
and workplan are completed, he can synchronize the plan with the work 
already done and proactively manage the rest of the project from there. 
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The majority of my work involved meeting with people and helping them 
through one or two particular project problems. I rarely had a chance to 
meet with someone regularly and help them to complete their project from 
start to finish. That was a big reason why Jerry and I had become very 
comfortable working with each other. Meeting with him regularly had made 
me feel like a part of the team and had allowed me to see not only the 
progression of the project, but also his professional progression as he 
learned more and more about being a better project manager. 

Another person I had helped frequently—although not as often as 
Jerry—was Ashley Parker. It was the middle of June; her team had just 
completed work on the new marketing information database, and she invited 
me to attend their project conclusion meeting. The project completed three 
weeks behind schedule and was over budget by 15 percent. These are not 
terrible numbers, but an interesting discussion ensued as to the causes of 
these overruns and how they could have been avoided. Ashley began the 
meeting by congratulating the team on a job well done. 

“First off, my sincerest thanks to all of you for working so hard on 
this project. You all did a wonderful job, and you should feel proud of your 
work and our accomplishment. Of course, as with any project, we did 
encounter a few problems. That’s the purpose for our meeting this morning. 
Knowing what we know today, what could we have done differently on the 
project to hit our deadline and budget?” 

Chris, one of the database administrators, spoke up. “For the first 
half of the project, we seemed to have everything going according to the 
schedule. But some of the design decisions we made up front didn’t pan out 
like we hoped, and caused us rework delays later on.” 

“That’s a good point,” Ashley noted. “The design work is critical on 
a project deploying new technology. For a project like this, that type of work 
should have been on the critical path.” 
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 “I think we also lost some focus toward the middle of the project,” 
Diane contributed. “As we started to create the physical database, we were 
heading into the holiday season. I think things started to slip at that point.” 

“You’re right,” Ashley agreed, nodding. “It’s imperative to maintain 
work focus around the holidays. If I had to do it again, I would have added 
some of those activities to the critical path as well.” 

“Another thing I noticed,” Ashley continued diplomatically, “was I 
had problems understanding some aspects of the project management tool 
we were using. About halfway through the project, I was looking at the 
project critical path. The tool was cluttering the critical path with lots of 
unimportant activities. Other longer and more important activities were not 
on the path. Next time I run a project, I am going to move the more 
important activities onto the critical path, so I can place the proper amount 
of management focus on them.” 

I decided at this point to put on my coach’s hat. The discussion on 
key learning from the project was a good one, but I did not want them to 
encounter other problems on their next project because of faulty 
understanding of the critical path. 

 
Before we discuss the critical path, let’s first make sure we understand our 
definition of schedule float. Float, or slack, refers to a time lag that can 
occur between two activities without impacting the final deadline. For 
instance, let’s say we have two activities—A and B. Activity B must start 
after activity A has finished. If activity B must start right away, there is zero 
slack. However, if activity B can start two days after activity A finishes 
without impacting the overall deadline date, then activity B has two days of 
slack. This does not mean activity B must wait two days. However, if 
necessary, activity B could wait up to two days without impacting the 
overall project deadline. 

With that in mind, let’s look at the critical path. “Critical path” is the 
name given to the sequence of activities that must be started and completed 
on time for the entire project to complete on time. There is no float, or slack, 
for any activity on the path. Every project has a critical path of activities, 
and the project end date is based on the length of time to complete the tasks 
on the critical path. 
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For example, imagine a project takes 300 days. The critical path 
might consist of a sequence of 40 activities that would also take 300 days to 
complete. If the first activity on the critical path is 1 day late, the project will 
take 301 days to complete, unless another activity on the critical path can be 
completed 1 day earlier. 

It is vital the project manager understands the critical path and pays 
special attention to these activities, since any delay on the critical path will 
result in a delay in the entire project. At the same time, the project cannot be 
accelerated by speeding up activities off the critical path. If the project 
manager is not aware of the critical path and how it drives the project end 
date, it’s likely that precious resources will be misapplied on the wrong 
activities. 

Calculating critical path requires a forward pass and a backward pass 
through the schedule to determine which activities have float and which 
ones do not. The forward and backward passes are not difficult, but they can 
be very tedious. For that reason, the critical path is typically generated as a 
standard feature of your workplan scheduling software. 

There are two common misconceptions about the critical path. The 
first is that all of the activities on the path are important, or “critical.” The 
name “critical path” implies that the activities are, well, critical. However, 
this is not necessarily the case. While some activities on the path can be very 
important, it is also likely that many mundane and noncritical activities are 
there as well. Notice the definition of critical path talked about zero float. 
The definition did not say anything about how important or “critical” the 
activities were. In fact, the activities on the critical path are critical from a 
scheduling perspective, but they may or may not be of critical importance to 
the project. 

The second misconception is the project manager can add “critical,” 
or important, activities to the critical path. This is what I am hearing from 
Ashley at her end-of-project meeting. She would like to have all her 
“critical” (important) activities added to the critical path because she 
perceives she will spend more time focusing on the activities there. She is 
right about the additional scrutiny, but she has a basic misconception about 
how the critical path is calculated, and how the activities get there. 

When I put on my coaching hat in this meeting, I explained the 
critical path to Ashley and the others. The critical path is what it is, and the 
project manager cannot add activities to it just because those activities are 
important. In fact, if new activities are forced onto the critical path, the 
result will be a delay on the project. For instance, if you arbitrarily forced a 
10-day activity onto our 300-day project mentioned earlier, the result would 
be that the project takes 310 days to complete. That is not what you want. 
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I complimented Ashley on her desire to place more focus on certain 
activities, but asked her to determine the most important activities and place 
the appropriate level of focus on those—regardless of whether they were on 
the critical path or not. 
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Working with Jerry for the last six months has been a real treat for me. 
When Jerry first started his project to update the phone mail system, he was 
inexperienced and had no idea how to approach project management in an 
efficient and organized fashion. Now he was much more knowledgeable. He 
wasn’t a seasoned pro by any means, but he had come a long way in a short 
time. I caught a bite after work with him a few weeks back to celebrate the 
completion of his project to upgrade the phone system and software. So far, 
there have been very few complaints and an abundance of compliments on a 
job well done. 

In fact, Jerry did such a good job on the phone project he was given 
another big assignment: deploying an operating system upgrade on all 
Mega Manufacturing desktops. It was a large project and involved more 
team members and more responsibility, but Jerry’s confidence was high and 
I could tell he felt capable of handling the job. His confidence was 
noteworthy, especially given where he was just a few months ago. It was 
also significant considering he and his wife would be moving into the 
Morettis’ house in a few weeks. Clearly the organizational skills and 
confidence gained at work were carrying over into his personal life, because 
he showed no signs of stress or worry about the move. 

Jerry came to see me at the end of June to discuss feedback he had 
received from his manager on the desktop upgrade project. Jerry’s manager 
had just read his draft Project Definition. Apparently, he liked the overall 
definition and plan, but had a problem with the cost estimate. 

“Are you ready for your big move, Jerry?” I asked as he entered the 
office. 

“We sure are, Tom. Barbara already has a list of things she wants to 
change after we move in. We are both really excited.” 

“Are you planning any major changes?” 
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 “Not at all. Barb wants to do some painting in certain rooms to 
better match our color schemes, and we are thinking about changing the tile 
in the master bathroom. Small things really.” 

“Sounds good. As always, let me know how I can help. So tell me, 
where are things with your project?” 

“Well, I’m not sure what to do next,” Jerry began. “I worked with a 
number of technical experts to prepare the effort and cost estimate for this 
project, but my manager said it is too high.” 

“Did your manager give you any insight as to why he thought the 
estimate was too high?” I asked. 

“As best I can tell, the estimate is too high because it’s more than 
the budget allocated for this work,” Jerry explained. “He said if the 
numbers were closer to budget, he would just go ahead, but our estimate is 
60 percent more than the initial budget allocation.” 

“Really?” I asked. “Well, the original budget was proposed last 
year during the business planning process. Those numbers are put forward 
at a pretty high level. It is not surprising your more detailed estimate is 
much higher. It’s also probably much more accurate. Did your boss have 
any advice for you on how to reduce the number?” 

“Not really,” he replied. “He just said he wanted me to ‘sharpen my 
pencil’ some more and try to get the project estimate down substantially. 
This really stinks!” 

“Hang in there,” I said encouragingly. “You should not be forced 
into making an estimate you don’t believe in. However, let’s look at some 
options that might help you out.” 

 
Jerry is not the first person to have an estimate questioned, and he will not 
be the last. This scenario happens all the time. Jerry’s situation is a common 
one. The project to upgrade the desktop operating system was proposed and 
approved last year as a part of the business planning process. The company 
also allocated a preliminary budget to the work. However, most people 
don’t have the time to perform a detailed effort and cost estimate for each 
project during the yearly planning process. Those budgets are estimated at a 
high level, and need to be validated once the actual project starts. 

That’s where we are now. Jerry was assigned to the project and is 
defining and planning the work at a lower level of detail. As a result, Jerry 
has created a much more realistic estimate of the costs involved, and his 
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new figures are 60 percent higher than the original budget. The company 
expects the estimates to be off somewhat. In fact, Jerry’s boss told him if his 
estimate was closer to the original budget, they could go back and ask for 
more money. However, his boss feels he will not be able to ask for a 60 
percent increase. That type of increase will either not be funded at all, or the 
additional funding will probably require another approved project to be 
cancelled. 

This puts Jerry in a tough position. The company wants to do the 
work—that’s why it was approved for this year. However, now they may 
not be able to afford it. Jerry’s boss wants the estimate reduced and has 
asked Jerry to “sharpen his pencil.” On the surface, Jerry’s manager is 
asking him to make the estimate more accurate. However, the clear 
implication is he wants the estimate reduced. His boss is assuming Jerry’s 
estimate is sloppy or has some inherent padding that can be removed. 

Jerry’s first thought is that he needs to reduce the estimate 
arbitrarily, and then take the heat when the work comes in over budget. That 
is definitely not the path to take. Instead, he should look at two areas. 

First, Jerry needs to verify his own estimate. If he used an estimating 
tool or a spreadsheet, he should double-check the formulas, check he is 
using the right resource rates, and make sure the nonlabor costs are 
reasonably accurate. Once he is convinced his math is accurate, Jerry should 
also see if there is at least one other estimating technique he can use for 
validation. It sounds like he relied on expert opinions to prepare the original 
estimate. He should also estimate the work at a low level against his work 
breakdown structure (or his project workplan if he is at that level). Since the 
work is fairly repetitive on thousands of workstations, he should also look 
for some estimating algorithm that could lead to a logical and reasonable 
number. 

Second, Jerry should look at his estimating assumptions. All 
estimates are based on a set of explicit and implied assumptions. This is a 
time to look for creative ways to get the work done with less cost and effort, 
such as the following: 

Look for less-costly alternatives: This is a process of looking at 
all costs associated with the project to see if less-expensive 
alternatives exist that will accomplish the same thing. For 
instance, if you are counting on contract labor resources, you can 
see whether they could be replaced with employees. If you are 
proposing new software, see whether your company already has 
something that will work. Evaluate whether existing hardware 
can be utilized, rather than buying new machines. If you have 
training costs in your budget, see whether the training can be 
done in-house, rather than sending people to formal off-site 
classes. Remember, the purpose of this step is to see if there are 

• 
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alternatives that will allow you to reduce costs while still 
delivering all the required functionality. 

Look for process improvements: This step involves looking at 
how you propose to do the work to see if alternative approaches 
or techniques exist that will result in less effort and cost. For 
instance, if you have trips planned, determine whether some or 
all of the work can be accomplished with phone calls or 
teleconferences. See whether some manual processes can be 
automated. Perhaps a focused group meeting can be utilized to 
gather requirements instead off traditional one-on-one interview 
sessions. It may be possible to outsource some of the work at less 
cost than it would take to do it internally. Again, the purpose of 
this step is to deliver as planned, while requiring less effort. 

• 

• Negotiate a reduction in scope: The two preceding options allow 
you to deliver all the work requested, for less effort and cost than 
was originally proposed. This third option looks for activities or 
parts of the project that can be eliminated. Removing work 
should result in reduced effort and cost. Although all of the work 
on the project may have originally been seen as important, it 
usually turns out some components of the project are more 
important than others. In some instances, work can be deferred 
until a later date, perhaps when a new budget is available. This 
may result in a less-than-perfect solution, but one still acceptable 
to your sponsor. Jerry needs to go back and revisit the estimate 
with these points in mind. He may find there are ways to pare 
down the estimate, while delivering much of what the company 
needs. This exercise is not meant to force him into committing to 
a project budget he does not believe in. It is simply meant as an 
honest effort to reduce the estimated cost and effort. 

Jerry owes his manager a complete account of how the estimate was 
prepared. If, at the end of this process, Jerry’s estimate is still too high, he 
must ask for the assistance of his manager and other stakeholders to 
determine whether or how to proceed. 

One option is to not do the project at all. If the cost of doing the 
project is more than the perceived benefit, it simply should not be done. 
Management stakeholders may have other options, including requesting the 
required incremental budget dollars if they are convinced additional money 
is justified. 

After seeing Jerry’s second estimate, including reasonable 
alternatives and options, his manager can determine how to proceed. If 
Jerry’s estimate is still too high, his manager will need to take the new 
number forward for approval, or come up with some alternatives. If Jerry’s 
estimate is closer to the original budget (even if the project scope has been 
reduced), his manager may be able to approve the work and let the project 
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proceed. Either of these alternatives is better for Jerry and for the company 
than purposely underestimating the work, and then having to face the 
consequences later when the project goes over budget. 
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Jean Combs was a tall woman with long, blonde hair. Her husband, Rick, 
was the head football coach at Northeast Illinois State, and a friend of my 
wife, Pam. Jean and Rick had a son, Dan, who was the same age as Tim, 
and the two boys were friends who got along very well when together. Jean 
was a quick learner when given new assignments, so when she called me to 
schedule an afternoon appointment, I knew something must have really 
stumped her on her project for the Finance Department. 

“Come in, Jean! Good to see you. How are Rick and Dan?” 

“They are both well, thanks for asking. Rick is busy interviewing 
candidates for defensive line coach at the university now that Jordan 
McKenzie has left for Purdue. He’s a little worried since it is already July 1 
and summer workouts are in progress. Of course, little Dan is still a bundle 
of energy, and has recently taken an interest in golf.” 

“That’s funny! Tim has also shown some interest in golf. We’ll have 
to get the two of them together sometime and play miniature golf.” 

“I am sure Dan would love that!” 

“Tell you what, I’ll give you a call over the weekend and we’ll try to 
set something up. Now, what brings you to see me today?” 

“Well, I could use some help on this project,” she began. “It isn’t in 
bad shape, but we missed a couple of milestone dates by less than a week. I 
think we are back on target now.” 

“That’s good news,” I said. 

“Well, I wouldn’t get too optimistic yet,” she replied, trying to force 
a smile. “The overall workplan was very aggressive. What makes it 
frustrating is I received feedback from my sponsor and client manager 
recently saying we need to do a better job communicating what’s going on. 
I’ve tried to communicate as much as possible, including sending out status 
reports. Not that anyone reads them.” 
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 “This project sounds very important to the Finance Department,” I 
said with some surprise. “Why wouldn’t they read the status reports?” 

“It’s just the way this project has gone,” she replied frustratingly. “I 
don’t think anyone reads the status reports. When we sent out e-mails to 
solicit requirements, we hardly received any replies. I send out e-mails 
whenever we have problems, but I do not get any help from the senior 
managers. We also publish risk plans, project news, and current status on a 
shared Web server, but very few clients read it. I think it’s unfair of them to 
say now we are not communicating effectively.” 

It sounded like I had hit upon a pattern. “It certainly sounds like you 
have provided the clients with a lot of information,” I noted. “However, 
when is the last time you met with them face to face?” 

 
One of the key responsibilities of a project manager is to communicate 
proactively to clients, team members, and stakeholders. Some of this 
communication is routine and obvious, including status meetings and status 
reports. However, these communications are the minimum, and they do not 
satisfy the communication needs for most projects. If your project is large 
and impacts a substantial number of people, a Communication Plan should 
be created to try to meet the needs of all the stakeholders. 

Since proactive communication is probably not her strong suit, Jean 
has found herself communicating in a manner that best suits her needs and 
not the needs of her clients and stakeholders. The approach is based purely 
on an electronic medium. Sure, it is easier to fire off e-mail messages. Yes, 
it might be quicker to place documentation on a shared Web server for 
stakeholders to read. The truth is, however, that this form of communication 
is only easier and quicker for Jean and it does not address the needs of her 
business clients at all. 

To be fair, there is nothing wrong with Jean’s communication. There 
is a place for e-mail messages, status reports, and Web sites. They are 
probably vital pieces in an overall Communication Plan. However, they 
should not be used as a way to avoid having to meet with your sponsor and 
client managers. There is no substitute for face-to-face meetings and 
personal communications. 

Jean is facing a common IT problem. She is providing information, 
but it is not always delivered as effectively as it should be. She is 
comfortable working with her team members and the lower-level client 
users, but she is not as comfortable talking with the more senior client 
stakeholders. 
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Jean needs to understand that senior managers can receive hundreds 
of messages per day. They also have many initiatives going on at the same 
time. Your project is important to them, but they have many other 
competing priorities as well. It is not reasonable to assume they will always 
be able to sift through hundreds of e-mails to find the key bits of 
information relevant to the project. 

This is not meant to be an excuse for them. The senior management 
stakeholders should have an interest in your project and should invest the 
time to make sure it has everything it needs to be successful. However, the 
project manager needs to make it easy for them. It is much more likely they 
will remember the things they hear about at meetings and from colleagues, 
even if the information is not entirely accurate. 

It certainly looks like Jean is communicating. However, she has not 
found the right forum and format to provide her clients with the information 
they want to know. That is why, in spite of the communication Jean has 
done, the clients are still telling her she needs to communicate more. 
Actually, it appears they are saying they would like Jean to communicate 
more effectively with them. 

My advice to Jean is to follow up with the sponsor and client 
manager to get their feedback on additional ways the project team can 
communicate with them. For instance, Jean may need to set up periodic 
briefings for the sponsor and other senior stakeholders. The e-mails and 
status reports will then be much more effective as a means of filling in the 
blanks between personal meetings. This will provide more effective, 
accurate, and reliable information for them and make them more 
comfortable communicating directly with her if they have further questions. 
Jean can also take advantage of the meetings to ask for things important to 
her, like feedback on problems. 
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I had been trying to cut back on my coffee intake lately. Not that I was “Mr. 
Healthy,” but I guess every little bit helped. Who needed all that caffeine 
anyway? Part of the plan was to avoid drinking coffee at home in the 
morning, and instead drink water or juice. I hadn’t been drinking my first 
cup of coffee until after I got to work and checked my e-mail. This morning I 
was returning from the break room with my first cup when I ran into Erika 
Thompson. 

Erika was wearing a black skirt with a red blouse, and she had on 
flag shaped earrings (it was July 3). Her husband, Martin, who was in the 
Army, was stationed overseas on an eight-month tour of duty. The Fourth of 
July was very meaningful to her, because her father was killed in combat 
during the Vietnam War. She visited Washington, D.C., last year with her 
husband, and I remembered her saying it was a moving experience, 
especially visiting the Vietnam Memorial. 

“I see you are ready for Independence Day,” I said as she waved 
her hand at me. 

“You bet I am, although it will be tough with Martin away from 
home.” 

“When does his tour of duty end, Erika? Seems like he has been 
gone for quite some time.” 

“He left right after Christmas last year, so he’ll be back in a few 
months. I can hardly wait!” 

“I bet. Your frantic wave makes me think you have something on 
your mind besides fireworks though.” 

“You’re right,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I have heard you 
talk in the past about the need for building quality into your solution. I have 
a team building a new employee self-service module onto our benefits 
system. I wanted to let you know that we have just built a Quality Plan. We 
wanted to do something because Human Resources has a lot of sensitive 
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information, and we need to make sure the information is accurate and 
secure.” 

I was pleased. “Great,” I said. “I think you will find building quality 
into your process will save you effort and cost over the entire project. Tell 
me about your plan.” 

“We have done a number of things,” she explained. “First, we have 
a ‘Quality Day’ scheduled every two weeks. That’s the time we check the 
results of everyone’s work to date. Second, we have designated a person to 
check the entire self-service application when it is completed to find any 
errors we may have missed. Third, we have asked one of our clients to be 
responsible for the overall quality of the solution. With these kinds of checks 
in place, we should end up with a good product.” 

I thought for a minute. On the surface, all of this sounded good, but 
something wasn’t quite right. “Erika,” I asked, “what are your developers 
doing in between the ‘Quality Days?’” 

“They are working hard to build this module,” she explained. “In 
fact, they think they can get more work done since they know reviews will be 
done every other week, and that someone will double-check the application 
at the end of the project.” 

This was starting to confirm my suspicions. “Let’s talk a little 
further about your plan. Building quality into your solution needs to be an 
integral part of your development process. It appears you have a series of 
quality events, but you want to make sure people are taking personal 
responsibility for quality as well.” 

 
A quality product meets the agreed upon expectations of the client. 
Repeatedly capturing errors and fixing them can accomplish a high quality 
of delivery, but it is a very inefficient process. The best approach is to build 
a quality product the first time. In general, your team cannot build a quality 
product the first time without quality work processes. 

Building a quality product also requires the team to have a quality 
mindset. They need to be personally concerned about quality, and they need 
to take personal responsibility for building a quality product. The team 
needs to be constantly looking for ways to do things right the first time, and 
looking for ways to capture any defects as early as possible after they have 
been introduced. 

It appears Erika’s team has great intentions. In fact, her approach 
may be better than doing nothing at all, since it does at least heighten 
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everyone’s awareness of the need for quality. However, she appears to have 
made three mistakes that may negate her team’s good intentions. 

First, although there is not a problem with focusing on quality on a 
scheduled basis, she needs to ensure her team does not see quality as a series 
of events. Her team members must see quality as a daily aspect of their job. 
Let’s look at her biweekly “Quality Day.” On the surface, there is nothing 
wrong with it. However, consider Erika’s comment about the team getting 
more work done since they can catch errors on “Quality Day.” Erika needs 
to be careful her team members are not producing lower-quality work, since 
they see “Quality Day” as a time to catch all the errors. If that is the case 
(and it sounds like it is), then her team members are not taking personal 
responsibility for getting their work done right the first time. They may also 
be viewing quality as a biweekly event, instead of a continuous process. 

Second, they have designated a person to check all work at the end 
of the project. Again, this may be fine as long as it is a final inspection in an 
ongoing quality process. But Erika needs to be sure team members are not 
producing work of poor quality based on the assumption that someone else 
is responsible for catching errors later on. Catching errors at the end of the 
project is better than not catching them at all, but generally this is the worst 
time to catch them. Errors caught at the end of the project are the most 
costly and time consuming to correct. Catching errors early is a much better 
approach.  

Third, designating a client to be in charge of overall quality appears 
to shift the responsibility as well. There is nothing wrong with the client 
being involved. However, in a quality environment, the project team needs 
to be responsible for quality. In fact, each person must be responsible for his 
or her work. The client may be asked to help verify the final product meets 
her expectations, but she should not be responsible for the work others are 
producing. 

Erika’s quality plan should be revised in these areas. First, she can 
schedule walkthroughs and testing inspections throughout the development 
process—not just at arbitrary biweekly “Quality Days.” Her team should 
understand that each of them is responsible for the work they produce. 
Others are not responsible for catching their errors. Lastly, although the 
client can take ownership of the testing process and can verify the final 
solution meets her expectations, the overall responsibility for quality must 
remain with the team building the solution. These changes will ensure the 
team has a quality mindset and takes responsibility for the application they 
are building. 
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Sean Robinson had been in the IT Application Support organization for 
almost 15 years, and was one of the best. He knew our marketing 
applications inside and out, and always knew where to find the answers if 
they weren’t already in his head. Like many support specialists, however, 
Sean was not the strongest project manager. Perhaps that’s the nature of 
good support people. They are used to jumping in and fixing problems 
quickly. A long activity for him might have been 20 hours. Maybe that was 
why it was tough for him to develop the patience and structured thinking 
required to plan and manage larger projects. 

In spite of these shortcomings, Sean was often asked to manage 
projects to enhance current marketing applications, and he had enough 
knowledge and experience to deliver small enhancement projects 
reasonably close to expectations. Sean was also open and willing to learn 
structured project management techniques—at least up to a point. I talked 
to Sean recently about his current project. He was a little apprehensive. 

Sean said the purpose of his project was to track the response rates 
of direct mail campaigns. The project was projected to last for four months, 
and had started last month on June 15. Unfortunately, the project was 
already at risk of exceeding its budget and deadline. I asked a standard 
series of questions about how he was managing the project, to see if I could 
identify some root causes for why the project was in trouble. I asked about 
the workplan, deliverables, risks, staffing, issues, etc. When we got to scope 
change management, Sean was a little defensive. 

“You know, I am more than willing to use formal project 
management techniques when they make sense,” Sean said, running his 
hand through his thick blonde hair. “But you know Marketing. They always 
want changes after agreeing to the initial scope. I would like to use good 
scope change management, but the changes are always small. You know, 
five hours here, three hours there. Pretty soon you are talking about some 
real hours. I think that’s why we are in trouble.” 
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“Let’s talk about your scope change procedures,” I said. “Can you 
tell me how you are managing these small changes?” 

“Our scope management process normally includes gaining sponsor 
approval for changes,” Sean said. “But am I the only person who has a 
busy sponsor? I can’t take every two-hour scope change request to him. He 
would throw me out of his office. So, we are trying to be client focused and 
fit as many of these small changes in as possible. What other options do I 
have?” 

“Obviously, you don’t want to bother your sponsor for every small 
scope change request,” I said. “However, there is another option. Let’s talk 
about this further.” 

 
I can sympathize with Sean. He thinks he has done a good job by 
establishing scope, and he is prepared to handle scope changes by taking the 
change requests to the sponsor, along with the project impact assessment. 
However, he also knows the sponsor is busy and does not want to be 
bothered with “minor” scope changes. Sean is probably right. Most likely, 
the sponsor does not want to be bothered with every two- and four-hour 
scope change request. There are a couple alternatives, however.  

First, it may be perfectly acceptable for the project manager and the 
main client manager to have some discretionary power to approve small 
scope changes, as long as the changes do not impact the team’s ability to 
deliver the project on time and within budget. The sponsor will need to 
agree to this delegation of authority and then it can be added to the scope 
change process. If small change requests are submitted, they must still be 
documented, including estimating the project impact and the business value. 
This process does not need to be elaborate. Each request could simply take 
up one line of your Scope Change Log. 

Before you get too excited, however, note the key caveat mentioned 
earlier. This discretionary authority can be used only if there is no impact on 
the project timeline and budget. This will not help Sean, since he stated he is 
already at risk of going over schedule and budget. 

In Sean’s case, he should utilize a second management technique for 
small changes—batching small scope changes together. This still means 
keeping track of the small scope changes, their business value, and their 
impact on the project. When they hit a certain threshold, you take all of 
them to the sponsor for approval. The threshold could be reached when the 
impact of the scope changes exceeds a target—for instance, 100 hours. The 
threshold could also be in terms of the number of small requests received—
for instance, ten small requests.  
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The result is that, instead of visiting the sponsor ten times for ten 
small scope changes, you batch them all together and see the sponsor once 
only for each batch of changes. At that meeting, you, the client manager, 
and the sponsor discuss all the proposed changes and get sponsor feedback 
on whether they should be done. The benefit of having the sponsor approve 
the changes is he or she can also approve the incremental budget and time 
needed to get the work done. 

Keep in mind, however, that just as this idea of batching requests 
may be new to the project manager, it may also be new to the sponsor. 
Therefore, be sure to explain to the sponsor the efficiency associated with 
handling small scope changes this way. In fact, if you utilize this technique, 
you may find the sponsor has little patience and sympathy for small scope 
change requests that add only small incremental business value. As was 
mentioned in lesson 11, sponsors typically do not want to be distracted from 
the main business objectives. If the final solution meets 80 percent of their 
needs, they are typically happy. They normally don’t care to add too many 
small requests that may only result in the solution meeting 82 percent of 
their needs. Although Sean might hesitate to say “no” to scope change 
requests, the sponsor typically does not have that problem. Usually they are 
more than happy to say “no.” 

Sean’s last comment on being client focused is telling. His team is 
trying to be client focused by agreeing to include as many small changes as 
possible. However, is this really being client focused? If the project goes 
over budget and over its deadline, will the sponsor talk about how client 
focused Sean is? Probably not. Instead, the sponsor will probably talk about 
how the team missed its commitments. 

The best thing Sean can do to be client focused is to meet his 
commitments on project budget and deadline. His major client is the 
sponsor. With his project now at risk, he should ensure no scope changes are 
agreed to without sponsor approval, and a corresponding increase in budget 
and schedule. 
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Pam and I took Tim to the department store during the last weekend in July 
to shop for back-to-school items. Tim was starting kindergarten in the fall, 
and we wanted to spark some excitement in him by buying a few supplies. 
The school had sent us a welcome pack over the summer, including a sheet 
of required tools. It was the usual fare of pencils, pens, glue, crayons, 
scissors, etc. The first thing we bought was a black-and-red backpack with 
golf balls on it. Tim and I had been practicing golf quite a bit over the 
summer, and I promised to take him to a real course next year. 

Leaving the department store, we drove to the Morettis’ old house to 
have dinner with Jerry and Barbara. They had invited us over to see the new 
place, and I was excited to see what they had done with it. As we pulled into 
the driveway, I could already see one big change. Jerry had pulled the 
bushes out from around the house and replaced them with flower gardens. 
There was also a nice bed of flowers planted around the mailbox in the front 
of the yard. 

On the inside, things were mostly the same, but with all new 
furniture. Jerry said they were still going to paint, but thought they would 
plant the flowerbeds first while it was still warm outside. “Good project 
management decision,” I said jokingly. Jerry led me down to the basement, 
and I was surprised to see the shelves covered in beer steins, just as they 
were when Wayne lived there. 

“I thought that might surprise you,” Jerry said as I looked around. 
“A nice gift from Wayne. He left me all his beer steins. He said he didn’t 
have much use for them in Arizona, and he knew how much I admired them 
when I saw them for the first time. I told Wayne I would continue to display 
them and that he should let me know if he ever decided he wanted them 
back.” 

Jerry showed me some of his favorite steins and then grabbed a 
couple beers out of the refrigerator in the bar. Handing one to me, he asked 
if would mind talking shop for a few minutes. He was still in the early stages 
of his new project to deploy an operating system upgrade on all of our 
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desktops, and he said his head was still swimming with too much 
information. 

“As you can imagine, the technical considerations for this project 
are not difficult,” Jerry began carefully. “Upgrading a workstation is easy. 
However, when you have thousands of workstations, the complexity of 
completing the entire project starts to get overwhelming. The timing and 
scheduling are very complicated. I have started to think through a number 
of scenarios, and the permutations seem endless. There are many, many 
ways we could proceed.” 

“I can imagine the difficulty,” I empathized. “But, if you have a 
number of ways to get the work done, does it really matter which one you 
choose?” 

“I think you’re right,” Jerry agreed. “But it’s been hard for me to 
lay out any detailed plan from beginning to end. I get halfway through one 
plan, and then I start to see multiple options. As I work through the options, 
the details get more complicated. Then I start to lose track of the overall 
pros and cons of the scenario I am following. Even worse, I am afraid when 
I do finalize a plan, not everyone is going to like it.” 

“Jerry, when you are defining a project, one of the areas you look at 
is the overall approach,” I said. “Have you completed that work yet?” 

“Actually, that’s what I am trying to do now,” he replied. “I will be 
able to define the approach once I think through the details and the 
implications.” 

“In some projects that might work,” I said. “But a complex project 
workplan should be built from the top down. If you define and gain 
agreement on the overall approach first, you can build the detailed 
workplan much more easily.” 

 
Part of the definition process for a large project should be defining and 
communicating the overall project approach. Put simply, the project 
approach contains three elements: 

A high-level description of the phases (the high-level related 
sections of work) needed to complete the project. 

• 

• An understanding of the relationship between the phases. For 
instance, you can define the major deliverables completed in 
each phase and whether they are utilized in subsequent phases. 
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You can also note whether a phase has unique resource needs not 
required on the rest of the project. 

An explanation of any special or unusual techniques that may be 
required. For instance, if you are going to gather business 
requirements by sequestering all the stakeholders in an off-site 
meeting for a week, you should note this in the approach. 

• 

The purpose of defining an approach is to put the workplan into 
words that managers and stakeholders can understand and use as the basis 
for their review of how the project will progress. Your sponsor, for instance, 
is not going to want to pore over the details of a long project workplan. 
Even if he or she did, it would be hard to look at the detailed workplan and 
get a sense for how the project will progress. However, if the sponsor reads 
the project approach, he or she can get the overall vision. 

The project approach is not needed for all projects. It is easier to 
envision what needs to happen in smaller projects, and documenting an 
overall approach would not add much value. However, documenting the 
overall approach is important for large and complex projects. 

If the project is complicated or if there are many options, the 
approach should be defined and agreed to first, before the workplan is built. 
This has two advantages. First, it allows the project manager to lay out a 
plan for successfully completing the work at a high level, instead of trying 
to put all of the details into a workplan all at once. Second, and perhaps 
more important, it allows the project manager to gain a consensus on the 
best way to execute the project at a high level. 

Jerry’s project provides a great example of the importance of 
defining an approach first. His project is not complex from a technical 
standpoint, but it is very complex from an implementation perspective. 
Think about how he could deploy the desktop upgrade. He could upgrade 
workstations in alphabetical order of the user’s last name. He could (and 
perhaps should) upgrade all the workstations in a department all at one time. 
But what is the order? For instance, should he upgrade the IT department 
first? Perhaps the company executives should go first, or perhaps they 
should go last. Political implications might affect the scheduling as well. As 
Jerry noted, he might come up with an acceptable plan, but it may not be 
accepted for political reasons or other unknown reasons. 

Jerry’s tendency to want to execute before planning has resulted in 
trying to lay out the detailed activity in a workplan rather than defining a 
high-level project approach first. Instead, he should define an overall 
approach and then start circulating it for feedback and input. His sponsor 
and other management stakeholders can come to an agreement with Jerry on 
the overall deployment approach. At that point, Jerry won’t have many 
permutations for executing the project. He will only have one. He can then 
break down the agreed approach into lower-level activities for the workplan. 
If he finds places in the workplan where there are multiple options to 
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proceed, he can make appropriate decisions based on the framework of the 
overall approach. In general, the high-level definition of the project 
approach will save time and provide focus when he builds the more detailed 
workplan. 
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Tuesday of the last week of July was hot and muggy in Dickens. The 
weatherman predicted rain for the weekend, but next week, he said, would 
bring high humidity and temperatures in the 90s. Pam was attending a 
sports conference in Chicago, and Tim and I had plans for a “guy’s 
weekend” of eating pizza and watching the Cubs play a series at Cincinnati 
on TV. Tim liked watching the Cubs play, although he still had a hard time 
sitting through nine innings of baseball. Usually, by about the fourth inning, 
I would have to pull out a deck of cards or a board game to play. 

I had just gotten off the phone with Pam when Danielle Bartlett 
came by for her 11 a.m. meeting. When I last saw her, she was dressed from 
head to toe in black for Valentine’s Day. This time she wore a colorful skirt 
and blouse and appeared to be much happier. I asked her why she was so 
happy. 

“Well, believe it or not, I met a guy on Valentine’s Day, and we’ve 
been dating for the last five months,” she said as she walked into my office. 
“I met him buying beer at the grocery store. Turns out we were both alone 
on the dreaded day, so we got to talking and the rest is history.” 

“Wow, that’s exciting,” I replied. “I am glad to see you so happy. 
Also, I believe more congratulations are in order. I heard your project to 
implement a construction cost-estimating package was completed without a 
hitch.” 

“Thanks,” Danielle smiled back. “However, I don’t know if that was 
a good move or not. My boss thanked me by asking me to manage another 
project for the Facilities Department. Oh well, I guess that’s why they pay 
me the big bucks!” 

“Well, ‘Ms. Big Bucks,’ what have they got you doing now?” 

“The Facilities Department works with a number of vendors and 
subcontractors. They think they can coordinate their work more effectively if 
they have a small intranet portal available that all of the vendors can link 
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into. Then everyone can get common information and coordinate schedules 
more effectively.” 

 “Great news!” I said in a purposely half-sarcastic tone. 

“Hardly,” she said, taking a seat in the chair in front of my desk. 
“I’ve been talking with the business clients and with my team members,” 
she began. “They keep telling me this is a low-risk project and I should not 
be worried. But I am very uncomfortable right now.” 

“Why are they saying this is a low-risk project?” I asked. 

“The people from Facilities know their business very well,” she 
replied, fanning herself with a file folder. “They think they can create the 
content for this Web site portal with a minimum of effort from our IT team. 
We just need to set up the secure environment to begin with. In the short-
term, however, many of the clients are starting to work on a major office 
renovation. They just use spreadsheets and e-mail today to coordinate work 
with the vendors and say anything would be better. The IT project team just 
wants to get going. They think they can overcome any problems that might 
pop up.” 

“That’s the kind of approach that can get you into trouble,” I said. 
“Sure, problems can be fixed, but at what cost to budget, schedule, and 
quality? What other things are making you uncomfortable?” 

“I only have about nine months’ experience with Web development 
work, and the two people on my team have less than me,” Danielle 
answered. “This is also my first opportunity to manage a substantial Web 
project that requires third-party access. When I did background checking, I 
read about other companies having problems with this particular release. 
And besides that . . .” 

“Whoa!” I interrupted. “Hold on a minute. I have picked out three 
or four risks in the last minute alone. I think you are right to be concerned 
about the overall project risk. It seems you are just having a hard time 
isolating the risks and articulating them. Let me find a risk assessment form 
for you to look at. It contains characteristics of projects that bring inherent 
risks with them. Once you have identified all your high risks, you can put 
risk plans in place to respond to them.” 

 
Sometimes it is easy to look at a project and see risks. For instance, you may 
have a fixed deadline that will be hard to achieve, or you may have a need 
for specialists you know will be hard to find. Both of these situations are 
better than the times you think a project will be easy because you fail to 
identify hidden risks. 
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The place to start looking for potential project risks is in the project 
characteristics. Some project characteristics, by their very nature, imply 
higher risk. An example of inherent risk is project size. A project requiring 
500 effort hours has less inherent risk than one requiring 5,000 effort hours, 
or one requiring 50,000 hours. If you knew nothing else at all about the 
project, you could say the larger project of 50,000 hours is riskier than the 
project of 500 hours. More effort hours means more people to manage, more 
budget to control, and more chances for staff turnover. In general, there is 
more of a chance for people-related problems. Increased complexity in any 
form typically means increased inherent risk. 

Let’s look at Danielle’s project. She is uneasy about the risk 
associated with the project. Her client is telling her it’s no big deal, but she 
knows better. Based on our discussion, we identified the following potential 
risks: 

She and her team are fairly new to the intranet/Web technical 
world and do not have a deep understanding of how it all works. 
This makes for more risk than if they had experienced people on 
the team. This is an example of an inherent risk, since any 
project is riskier if the team is inexperienced. 

• 

• 

• 

This is Danielle’s first opportunity to manage a substantial 
project that requires interaction with vendors. Her lack of 
experience could be a big risk. This is also an example of an 
inherent risk, since any major project with a less-experienced 
project manager will be riskier than one with an experienced 
project manager. 

It appears the client may not have the time to focus on this 
project because of another large initiative. There is an inherent 
risk whenever there is a question about the commitment of your 
client. 

Inherent risks are based on the general characteristics of a project 
rather than the specific circumstances of your project. Since they are general 
in nature, they can be identified and placed in a checklist for all project 
managers to review. This should be the starting point for the risk 
identification process. If you identify an inherent risk, determine whether it 
is a high risk for your project or something lower. If you find high risks (or 
perhaps medium risks) inherent, it does not mean that the project should not 
go forward. It simply means the project manager should focus risk plans in 
those areas of identified risk in order to minimize the potential for problems 
during the project. 
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Mike Miller and I had not worked together for several months, but we had 
played basketball last weekend at a park near my house, and he had 
mentioned some problems he was having with a new project to install 
document management software at our worldwide regional headquarters. In 
fact, his team had fallen behind on the project. Mike was very laid-back, and 
did not appear to be too worried about the delays, but I asked him to drop 
by my office on Tuesday to discuss things. 

“Come on in Mike. Thanks for the game last weekend!” 

“Sure thing, Coach. Hope you weren’t too sore that night!” Mike 
was a bit of a bruiser, especially on the boards. Every time he missed a shot, 
he banged into me as I tried to get the rebound. It was a friendly game, but 
with a lot of physical contact. I had been a bit sore after our game, but I did 
not want Mike to know about it. 

“I felt great. There’s nothing like a little basketball in August to get 
you sweating. I haven’t played that hard since my college days!” I replied. 
“After the game you mentioned you were falling behind on your project. 
What’s the story there?” 

“Actually, we aren’t too bad right now. But we have just received a 
change request that may cause us some trouble. You know we recently 
installed document management software for the Legal Department here in 
the headquarters. Now we have a new project to install a similar system for 
our other Legal Departments in Tokyo and London. However, our London 
client had some off-the-wall ideas that will require making substantial 
customizations to the standard package because of some differences in how 
the London office operates.” 

“A substantial change could require replanning the entire project,” 
I replied. “I hope you invoked your scope change procedures. This is clearly 
something not envisioned when your project started.” 

 “Yes, it’s definitely a scope change,” Mike agreed. “Unfortunately, 
I can already see where this is heading. We can’t make a change of this 
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magnitude and still hit our end-of-year deadlines for completing both 
offices. So, we will spend two weeks looking at the impact to the project and 
preparing a cost estimate. I’m certain the change request will not be 
approved, but we will still be held accountable for hitting our original 
delivery date.” 

“Do your scope change procedures say anything about how much 
time you will spend on investigations?” I asked. 

“No,” Mike said. “They only say we will investigate the request to 
determine the impact to the project in terms of effort, cost, and duration. 
The sponsor will then decide if we proceed or not.” 

“That sounds like a good beginning, but you’ve missed something,” 
I concluded. “There is another scope change request that needs to be taken 
to your sponsor.” 

Mike looked puzzled. “What other scope change?” he asked. 

“This may be hard to follow at first,” I said slowly. “But the 
analysis required for the scope change is itself a scope change. It is a 
substantial piece of work you did not count on, and it will impact your effort 
and schedule. You need to check with the sponsor before even undertaking 
the investigation.” 

 
When you create your initial project estimates, you need to include time and 
effort hours for project management activities. On most projects, the 
recognized standard is to add 15 percent. This covers the time it takes to 
manage the workplan, to assign work, to communicate effectively, and to 
manage risks, etc. The time it takes to manage the scope change process is 
included in this percentage as well. For instance, if you estimate a project to 
take 1,000 effort hours, the time allocated for project management would be 
around 150 hours, making the final estimate 1,150 effort hours. 

The 15 percent rule assumes you have typical project management 
activities. It is possible you could go over that amount, depending on the 
type of manager you are. Some project management activities can make you 
go higher as well. For instance, if your project plan is complex, or if you 
have to replan the work based on resource changes, then you could exceed 
that amount. 

Scope change requests would not normally require you to exceed 
your project management estimates. Typically, you just need to guide the 
requests through a process. If the scope changes are approved, you should 
receive the appropriate budget and schedule adjustments. 
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Some scope change requests, however, require a substantial amount 
of time to investigate and to estimate. These relatively large scope change 
requests are not taken into account in the 15 percent project management 
overhead. For instance, let’s look again at the earlier example of a project 
that requires 1,000 effort hours and 150 hours for project management. If 
you receive a major scope change request that will take 80 hours to 
investigate, you are obviously going to have trouble fitting it within your 
project management time. 

The project manager needs to recognize the potential impact on a 
project when a request comes in requiring scope change management. The 
project manager must also recognize the impact that the investigation 
associated with a scope change request may have on the project. In these 
instances, the key is to engage the sponsor very early on in the scope change 
life cycle. The sponsor needs to understand the nature of the request and 
then decide if the value of the investigation is worth the impact to the 
project. 

Mike is in that position today. His project management budget was 
not built to take into account a major scope change investigation like this. 
Therefore, the investigation itself is out of scope. Rather than charge ahead 
with the investigation, Mike should take this request to the sponsor 
immediately. In essence, he should follow his normal scope change 
management process. Unless the business value is high enough to approve 
the schedule disruption, the sponsor will probably reject the request, and 
leave the original scope intact. If Mike is correct in his view that his sponsor 
would probably not approve the software customizations, it is likely he will 
not approve the scope change investigation either. However, if the sponsor 
does approve the investigation, and its impact on the project, then the budget 
and schedule can be adjusted accordingly to absorb this additional work. 
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Charles Riley was an intense man with a great sense of humor, who 

was known to work very long hours. His colleagues nicknamed him 
“Chucky,” after the crazy doll portrayed in the movie Child’s Play, 
because, they said, of his crazy intensity and laser beam focus. I had never 
met him before, but was told by a colleague that his reputation for being 
intense was justified. My colleague also said he was a very funny man who 
appreciated a good joke and loved telling one. I was looking forward to our 
meeting. 

He arrived right on time for our 2 p.m. meeting and got right to the 
point. He explained his team was nearing the midpoint on his project to 
develop a new employee datamart for the Payroll Department. Part of the 
business justification for this project was the productivity increase that 
would result from the payroll managers being able to write their own ad-
hoc requests for information. The sponsor wanted Charles to try to measure 
this benefit. This would require estimating the time it took to gather 
information today using their manual spreadsheets. This would give them 
baseline information to see whether the new datamart software allowed 
them to do the same functions more efficiently. 

Charles began with his dilemma. “We built time into our workplan 
to collect these productivity metrics, but we only allocated time for members 
of the project team. We didn’t take into account the time needed from the 
payroll managers. These managers are complaining about having to 
measure and track this information. They are busy, and don’t have the time 
to spare to collect a lot of extra information.” 

“What information are you trying to collect?” I asked. 

“We gave them a template to track how long it currently takes to find 
the information that they need, so that we can compare it with the length of 
time it will take when we install the new software. The problem is the users 
get many requests each week, and it takes extra diligence to stop and 
document what they are doing.” 
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 “Well, maybe they have a point. Everything we do on a project, 
including the collection of metrics, needs to make sense from a cost/benefit 
perspective,” I said. “How much time does it take to fill out the template?” 

“Some of the people are saying it takes a lot of time. But we’re not 
really sure right now,” he replied. 

“You need to start by understanding the time and cost of collecting 
the metrics. Sometimes people don’t like to do new things based on emotion 
and a resistance to change. However, sometimes the pushback is based on 
facts. It may, in fact, be disruptive to their daily routine. Your team will need 
to dig deeper to understand the effort associated with the collection of this 
metric, and work with your sponsor to make sure the value received is worth 
this effort. I’m not suggesting it is too much time. I am only saying you 
should estimate the impact of collecting the metrics before you start.” 

 
Collecting meaningful data to help make business decisions is a good thing. 
In fact, most organizations would be better off if they had more information 
about how they were doing their jobs. However, the value to the business 
that you can attain by collecting this information has to be analyzed in the 
light of the costs of collecting this information. A problem occurs when the 
time and cost to collect the data is more than the value of the resulting 
information. 

The best metrics are those easily generated by a computer. They are 
automatically collected at a certain time, and reports can be generated to 
show information in many ways. Financial information is usually presented 
in this way. Most companies have automated general ledgers, billing, 
accounts receivable, and other accounting software. If this is the case with 
your company, you’ll find it relatively easy to gather information on how 
you are doing against your budget. 

Project teams, however, don’t usually have the luxury of automated 
metrics collection. Projects are not usually long or large enough to create 
complicated and automated applications to collect metrics. In other 
instances, there is not a good way to automate the collection process. 
Therefore, much of what gets collected is done manually. 

For metrics requiring manual collection efforts (from users or project 
team members), there are three questions to ask: 

How much effort and cost does it take to gather the information? • 

• Are there less expensive, alternative metrics that will 
approximate the same result? 
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Is the value of the knowledge gained worth the effort and cost? • 
As usual, the definition of value is a matter of opinion of the person 

paying for the information—usually the sponsor.  

Charles needs to ask these questions today. His sponsor would like 
to get some hard numbers on the productivity gains associated with their 
new application. Charles and his team have come up with a way to 
determine this value by comparing the time it takes using the manual 
processes today with the time that it will take to complete the same function 
with the datamart solution in place. 

Charles has a good solution, but it may come at too high a price. He 
and his team need to do some analysis into the time and cost associated with 
having the users complete the reporting templates. If the time is very short, 
he can proceed to the third question and ask the sponsor if the cost of 
collection is worth the benefit. 

On the other hand, Charles is already getting feedback from the 
client that the time taken to collect the information is high. This is not 
definitive since the sponsor is the one who makes the final decision—not the 
payroll managers. However, it would be to Charles’s benefit to look for 
some alternatives. For instance, if the payroll managers collect the 
information for two days per week, can the total time estimate be 
extrapolated from there? Perhaps Charles can ask each person to estimate 
the amount of time he or she spends performing the activity at the end of 
each day. There would be less accuracy, but the effort and, therefore, the 
cost of collection would be reduced considerably as well. 

Once Charles has more information on the cost of collecting the 
metrics, as well as some alternatives, he should ask the sponsor for feedback 
on how to proceed. It may be the sponsor is willing to have people collect 
very accurate data because of the resulting business value, or the sponsor 
may decide having less accuracy, but substantially reduced collection costs, 
is the way to go. In either case, Charles will find it easier to collect the 
metrics, since it is now the sponsor who has decided what metrics to 
capture. 
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Alex Jordan was a divorced 45-year old father of two teenage boys. I had 
had limited interaction with him on the job, but when we did talk I found 
him to be shy and nervous. From everything I had heard, he was more 
comfortable behind a computer screen than he was in front of people. Still, 
though, he seemed like a nice enough guy, and no one had ever said 
anything bad about the quality of his work. He knocked on my door around 
1:30 p.m. for our meeting to discuss his project. 

Alex was responsible for a project to upgrade an old version of our 
standard database management software. First, he needed to put together 
an estimate of the effort required to complete the project. 

“I need to put together a high-level estimate for this project, and I 
am having a hard time figuring out where to begin. We have more than 200 
databases in our environment, and they each bring their own complexities. I 
don’t have time to do 200 individual estimates.” 

I first asked about estimating by analogy. “Have you discussed the 
project with the people who were responsible for installing the previous 
release? If you knew how much effort they had used, you might be able to 
estimate the effort for this one.” 

“I wish that were the case,” Alex sighed. “However, the vendor is 
already telling us this new release will require a substantially larger amount 
of effort compared to that required for the previous release. I will be talking 
with the people who did the last upgrade, but it doesn’t appear their 
experience can be leveraged for this project.” 

Next, I thought about estimating based on expert opinion. “Okay, is 
it possible to find someone else who has gone through this before? Perhaps 
someone at the database vendor or one of the research analysts could 
provide some insight.” 

 “I’m afraid not,” Alex sighed again. “We are one of the first 
companies to install the new release. The vendor is willing to help, since we 
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will be one of their beta sites, but they don’t want to put an estimate on the 
table because they don’t know what our learning curve will be.” 

“Okay then, let’s try a modeling approach, since much of the work 
will be similar once we understand exactly what is required,” I explained. 
“We can do a paper migration for a complex, medium, and simple database 
and then apply some fairly easy math to estimate the total project effort.” 

 
Many people have an intuitive sense for the duration and effort associated 
with certain types of work. However, when the work gets outside their 
comfort zone, they do not know how to put a logical estimate together. 

Fortunately there are a number of formal techniques to estimate the 
work. It is hard to say whether one approach is always better than another. It 
depends on the project and the information available. There are some very 
complex and mathematically driven estimating techniques, but there are a 
number of simpler ones as well. The following techniques can be used at a 
project level or activity level, or for any work in between: 

Previous history: This is the best way to estimate work. If your 
organization keeps track of actual effort hours from previous projects, 
you may have information to help you estimate new work. 
Unfortunately, Mega Manufacturing, like most companies, does not save 
prior project metrics. So, Alex will not be able to use this specific 
technique. 

• 

• 

• 

•Analogy: Even if you do not keep actual effort hours from previous 
projects, you may still be able to leverage previous work. Analogy 
means you look for similar projects, even if you do not capture all of the 
relevant details associated with the previous approach. This may just 
mean sending an e-mail to various department managers describing your 
project and asking if they know of any similar projects. If you find one, 
you can talk to the project manager to see how many effort hours his or 
her project took, and use the information as input for your estimate. Alex 
initially tried this approach by talking to people who worked on the last 
database upgrade, but it appears their experience will not be applicable 
on this project. 

Ratio: Ratio is similar to analogy except you have some basis for 
comparing work with similar characteristics, but on a larger or smaller 
scale. For instance, you may find the effort required to complete a 
software installation at the Miami office was 500 hours. If there are 
twice as many people in the Chicago office, you may be able to deduce 
that the Chicago installation will take 1,000 hours. Actually, Alex can 

124 



take advantage of this technique. He can gather information on the time 
it took the prior team to complete the upgrade and use that as a floor for 
his estimate. He would not expect his estimate to come at a lower level 
than this prior, less complex, upgrade. 

Expert opinion: In many cases you may need to go to an internal or 
external expert to get help estimating the work. Although this may be 
your first time estimating a certain piece of work, perhaps someone else 
has done it many times. Alex has tried this technique as well. He asked 
the vendor for help estimating the time to upgrade databases, because he 
was hoping they might have experts. The vendor declined to provide an 
estimate, since they did not have much experience with this release of 
their software. In fact, they would like Mega Manufacturing to be a beta 
site so they can gain experience from our project as well. 

• 

• 

• 

Work breakdown structure (WBS): The WBS approach involves 
breaking work down into smaller and smaller pieces. This technique can 
be used to build a workplan, and can also be used to estimate work more 
easily. You may look at a large piece of work and have difficulty 
estimating the effort required. However, as the work is broken into 
smaller pieces, the individual components will be easier to estimate. 
When you have estimated all the pieces, add them together for the 
overall effort. If you have the time to create a good WBS, you will 
usually end up with a good estimate. In this case, the WBS approach is 
probably not the best one for Alex. The WBS will end up breaking down 
the work into the 200 or so database conversions, which is not much 
more information than he has today. 

Modeling: In this technique, you look for a pattern in the work, so an 
algorithm can be used to drive the overall estimate. For instance, if you 
know you can build one mile of flat, one-lane highway for $1 million, 
you should be able to easily calculate an estimate for ten miles of flat, 
four-lane highway ($40 million). 

I think Alex can use a modeling approach for this estimate. He has 
200 instances of database upgrades to perform. Although each of these 
instances is unique, there will obviously be many similarities as well. Alex 
needs to identify a number of unique cases he can use to categorize all 200 
database conversions. 

My recommendation to Alex is to identify a very simple and small 
database, a very complex and large database, and one in the middle. For 
each of these databases, Alex can do a detailed work breakdown analysis to 
estimate what it will take to migrate to the new release. Next, he will look at 
the entire population of databases and categorize them into similar groups of 
complex, medium, and simple. This may require some help from the other 
members of the DBA staff (it doesn’t matter whether a few are misplaced, 
since it will not materially affect the overall estimate). Then, he just needs to 
multiply the number of complex databases by the estimate required to 
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convert one, and do the same with the medium and small categories. Finally, 
he will total up the time for database conversion, add the time required for 
project management, and add an additional percentage for estimating 
contingency. The numbers might look like the following table: 

 
When Alex is done, he will have a fairly scientific, defendable 

estimate for upgrading all 200-plus databases. 
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Tim started kindergarten the last week of August, and it was a very 
emotional time for all of us. Pam and I were worried Tim would have a hard 
time adjusting to school, and we were positive he would cry when we 
dropped him off on his first day. It turned out that Pam and I cried more 
than he did! It’s tough watching your young child grow up, but it had not 
really hit us how much older he was getting until we watched him run away 
happily into the schoolhouse that first day. 

I told my “sad-sack” story to Sean Robinson on Friday when I 
bumped into him in the parking garage at the end of the day. We were both 
sneaking out a bit early to get a jump on the weekend, and he was changing 
into a pair of tennis shoes behind his car. He was on his way to the gym for 
his nightly workout. I knew Sean was a bit of a health nut who enjoyed 
things like wheat germ and carrot juice. I was also told that he spent a lot of 
time at the gym, although I was not sure how much time “a lot” was. 

“You sound like a real good father, Tom,” Sean said after I finished 
my story. “I’m curious, though; do you find any correlation between raising 
a child and managing a project?” 

We both laughed at the thought. When the laughter died down, I 
asked Sean about his project. 

“I remember you said your project duration was about four 
months,” I said. “You’ve been working for two-and-a-half months, right? 
Seems like you should be seeing the end.” 

“You’ve got that right,” Sean said confidently. “We are about 60 
percent complete.” 

When a project manager gives me a percentage complete figure for 
any project, it always sets off a little alarm in my head. Percentages are 
usually a sign of some guesswork. It’s not a bad thing to give a high-level 
estimate of the percentage complete, but I decided to explore this answer a 
little more. 
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 “Sixty percent complete?” I asked. “Is this a number your project 
management software generates?” 

“No. But it’s my estimate of where we are.” 

“Sean, when you and I met before, you had a good workplan that 
laid out the work to be completed. What’s the workplan look like now?” 

“Unfortunately it is not in as good a shape as it needs to be. We 
have been so busy lately I haven’t even had time to update it.” 

“Well then, let me make a prediction,” I said. “I predict your project 
will miss its deadline, because I don’t think you know exactly how much 
work is remaining.” 

 
Everyone has heard the old adage “Plan the work, and then work the plan.” 
It’s a clever phrase and it is actually quite true. There is huge payback to the 
project if you first spend quality time defining the work and building a 
workplan. This makes sure you know what you are doing and you know 
how to get the work done. 

The second part is important as well. You must work the plan. This 
means you must actually follow the workplan, since it is your guide to 
completing the project. 

This is the part that many project managers forget. The “plan the 
work, work the plan” cycle must be repeated throughout the project. It 
makes sense because you never know all of the details when you start a 
project. You cannot foresee or control every possible event when the work is 
in progress. So, the best-guess workplan that you used to start the project 
will need to be modified over time. 

There are two reasons to update your workplan. First, you need to 
validate the work completed and compare it to the work that is scheduled for 
completion. This gives you a sense of whether you are ahead, behind, or on 
schedule. Knowing where you are against your schedule allows you to put 
corrective plans in place if necessary. If you end up trending over your 
deadline date, you have much more flexibility if you catch the trend as early 
as possible. 

The second reason for updating the workplan is to review the 
remaining work and to verify that you still understand the work required to 
complete the project. The nature of the project can change over time, 
especially if it is a large one. Scope changes are added, issues are resolved, 
new risks are identified, the communication needs of the stakeholders may 
change, etc. The project manager must review the remaining work on a 
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regular basis and ensure it is still an accurate reflection of the expected path 
to the completion of the project. If it is not, then the workplan can be 
modified to reflect a better path to completion. 

The duration of Sean’s work is four months, and his workplan may 
not need the rigor of a multimillion-dollar project. However, he should still 
update his workplan every week. In fact, his workplan should have a 
weekly, one-hour activity assigned for him to update the workplan. If his 
workplan is not kept up to date, he really does not know where he is on the 
project and what work is remaining to complete the project. It will be pure 
luck if his original workplan still reflects a valid path to completion. 

When you ask project managers how their project is progressing, it is 
very common for them to give you a percentage complete. They are just 
trying to provide a sense for the amount of work completed and the amount 
remaining. There is nothing wrong with that. 

However, if necessary, project managers must also be able to show 
where their project is on the workplan, as well as the series of activities 
remaining to complete the work. Project managers may need to go over this 
level of detail with a team member, or with their manager. If a project starts 
to experience problems, or starts to go over its budget and deadline, there 
may be a number of people who will suddenly become interested in going 
over the workplan in some level of detail. Of course, I am also one of the 
people interested in seeing an up-to-date workplan. When Sean said he was 
60 percent complete, it was worth the follow-up questions from me to verify 
whether the estimate was based in fact, or based on guesswork. 

In general, not updating the workplan is simply the result of a lack of 
discipline. Sean probably thinks he is too busy on project-related activities 
to keep up on the project management activities. This is usually shortsighted 
and will probably end up putting his team in a time crunch when they 
realize, towards the end of the project, just how much work remains to be 
completed. Sean absolutely must update his workplan and keep it up to date. 
He may or may not end up meeting his project deadline, but the best way to 
know ahead of time is to update the workplan and ensure the remaining 
activities and estimates are accurate. 
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Lindsay Peterson stopped by my office in the first week of September to talk 
about her project to consolidate worldwide product sales for the Sales 
Department. I was trying to remember the last time I had spoken to her in 
an “official” capacity, but was having trouble remembering. I knew it had 
been awhile. After several minutes of thinking, I remembered it was the 
beginning of the year, shortly after the birth of her daughter Patricia. The 
Petersons lived just a few miles from Pam and I, and we often bumped into 
them at the local park, or at the supermarket. Lindsay was a good project 
manager and did not often ask for counsel. I knew something big must have 
happened for her to visit with me. 

“Come on in Lindsay! How is Patricia doing these days?” 

“She’s doing great. Still just as tiny and cute as can be. I still can’t 
believe how different things are with her around.” 

“Well, just remember not to take any of this time for granted. You 
know, Pam and I took Tim to kindergarten last week. They grow up so fast.” 

“Believe me, I know. We’re trying to take every day as it comes and 
enjoy the time as much as possible. We’re definitely giving the camera a 
workout!” 

“That’s funny,” I said as Lindsay sat down in the chair in front of 
my desk. “So let’s talk about your project. Have you encountered a 
hurdle?” 

“That’s why I came to see you. We’ve run into a major problem,” 
she began honestly. “A new software component that is part of our system 
does not work with the version of the Web browser our company uses. The 
vendor component requires the new, updated browser version. We were 
initially told by our intranet support group that our company was going to 
migrate to this newer browser, but now the upgrade has been put on hold 
for at least three months.” 
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“Hmmm. What have you done so far?” 

Lindsay gave me a little history. “First of all, our testers raised this 
as a problem as soon as they realized the implications, and I notified our 
sales client right away. After initially being upset, they became engaged in 
the resolution process and we started looking for alternatives. First, we 
tried to get a version of the component that would run with the current 
browser, but the vendor does not have one. This is a new product for them, 
and they are not supporting older browser versions. Then we asked about 
upgrading the browser for our clients earlier than scheduled, but we were 
told we couldn’t, since many other applications have not been tested with 
the new browser release yet. Then we talked to the client about removing the 
functionality the component provided, but they said the currency conversion 
calculations wouldn’t work without it. We’ve looked at everything we can 
think of, but we must be overlooking something. What else should we be 
doing?” 

“Have you met with your team and your client to brainstorm other 
alternatives and impacts?” I asked. 

Lindsay was already ahead of me. “That’s what we did first. Based 
on that meeting, we identified the alternatives that I have already 
mentioned. There are others we have looked at as well.” 

I thought for a second. “Lindsay, let me give you some bad news. 
The issues management process will help facilitate problem resolution, if 
there is a good alternative to apply. However, it sounds like the options you 
have remaining are bad ones. At this point, you need to work with your 
client to make the best of a bad situation.” 

“In that case, let me ask you a favor,” Lindsay said with a straight 
face. “Can I borrow your magic wand for a minute? I just want to make this 
project disappear.” 

 
Issues are major problems that impede the success of a project. They cannot 
be resolved without outside help. Usually, when problems arise on a project, 
there are some alternatives that will solve the problem or help you to 
implement a workaround. In many cases a number of viable solutions are 
available. You just need to find the best one. Sometimes a solution will end 
up costing money and time. Sometimes a solution doesn’t cost you anything 
other than the time you spend resolving it. Applying good issues 
management techniques will help you to identify and focus on the problem  
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until it is resolved. There are a number of good problem solving techniques 
that will help you to identify the cause, alternatives, and the best solution. 
Some examples of problem solving techniques include: 

Pareto diagrams, which help identify the 80/20 rule. These help 
you focus on identifying the 20 percent of the causes that are 
causing 80 percent of the problems. 

• 

• 

• 

“What-if” analysis, which helps you determine what the impact 
would be of solving certain aspects of the problem. 

Root cause analysis, which guides you through a series of “why” 
questions until you find the actual cause of the problem. 

Although proactively managing issues gives you the best chance to 
resolve them in a timely manner, the process does not guarantee success. 
Let’s review Lindsay’s situation. First, a team member raised a problem as 
soon as it was discovered. Lindsay realized this problem was outside her 
team’s ability to resolve, so she raised it as a formal project issue. She was 
able to get her client engaged in the resolution process. The entire team met 
to look at alternatives and came up with a prioritized list of potential 
solutions. 

So far, Lindsay has done everything correctly. She has followed a 
good issues management process. However, the process has not resulted in 
an acceptable resolution. Some of the potential solutions are not possible, 
and some of the solutions are not acceptable to one or more of the major 
stakeholders. 

Looking back, Lindsay might have helped herself out by identifying 
this as a potential risk earlier in the project. Since the vendor has a new 
product that only works with a newer version of the Web browser, this may 
have surfaced as a risk Lindsay could have monitored much earlier. She may 
have taken a different approach to the problem if she had kept an eye on it. 
However, Lindsay did receive initial assurances the Sales Division would be 
migrating to the newer browser on an earlier date, so she did not feel this 
was a major risk at the time. 

At this point, Lindsay needs to take one more look at whether there 
are any other ideas to resolve this successfully. If not, she and the client 
have no alternative but to identify the best solution causing the fewest 
problems. Perhaps the worst case scenario will be to stop (or to pause) the 
entire project until the situation is resolved. There might also be options to 
perform some work manually, or to delay some features until the browser is 
upgraded. They might also try escalating the problem to senior management 
to see if they can get the priority raised on the browser upgrade. In any case, 
the client is not going to be happy with the outcome. At this point, the best  
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alternative may be the one that inflicts the least pain and damage. It would 
be nice if every problem could be resolved by invoking a process, but 
sometimes it just doesn’t work out that way. 
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Terri Milner and Sarah York stopped by my office to discuss a short project 
they had been assigned to. Terri and Sarah were sorority sisters in college 
who had recently been reunited when Sarah relocated to Dickens and began 
working at Mega Manufacturing in July. Terri had been with the company 
five years in June, and was generally respected for her intelligence, but 
somewhat criticized for her organizational skills, or lack thereof. They were 
both very outgoing, and I was sure they were enjoying the opportunity to 
work together, even if the project assignment was out of the ordinary. The 
two had been asked to put metrics in place to measure the overall 
satisfaction of the Manufacturing Department users when they call the IT 
help desk. Terri gave me some background about why the effort was 
underway, while Sarah twirled her pen in her hand. 

“Tom, you know we just installed our manufacturing software at the 
new plant,” Terri began. “We expect there will be problems whenever a 
new package goes in. However, it’s September and there still seems to be an 
unusually large number of problems on this installation. The IT team has 
resources dedicated to getting the bugs ironed out, but we could be dealing 
with a high number of support calls for many months. The problems are 
currently all over the board, and they are not sure what to expect next.” 

“I see,” I replied. “It sounds as if your client wants to get more 
information on the impact that these problems are having on their staff.” 

“You’re right. The plant manager is not happy with the problem 
resolution process,” Sarah jumped in. “Since the plant is located outside the 
corporate environment, they have difficulties getting calls logged in the help 
desk. They think they are waiting too long for return calls and they are also 
not happy with the resolution of many of the problems. They think the same 
problems are occurring over and over again.” 

“What does the help desk say?” I asked, not sure whom to direct the 
question to. 

134 



 “Actually, this gets at one of the primary reasons for setting up the 
metrics process,” Terri explained. “The help desk and the IT support group 
think they are responding in a timely manner. They say they have beefed up 
the staffing to help respond to the needs of the plant. However, no one 
knows for sure because we don’t have any quantifiable numbers.” 

When people can’t agree on what is perception and what is reality, it 
can cause problems trying to find the causes. However, this time it appeared 
all the groups were simply looking to verify the facts so that proper 
decisions can be made. The help desk, IT support team, and the plant 
manager were all supportive of this effort. 

“You were asked to define a set of metrics and see how best to 
capture them.” I recapped to Terri and Sarah. “What are you proposing so 
far?” Terri gave me the initial list. “We want to collect information on the 
time that it takes to reach a live person on the help desk, on the time that it 
takes until an initial follow-up call from the support group is received, and 
on the time that it takes to resolve the problem. We also want to collect 
client survey metrics on the professionalism, knowledge, and courtesy of the 
help desk and support people.” 

“That sounds like a great start,” I agreed. “But you might be 
missing an additional set of metrics that are even more important.” 

 Three major groups are collaborating on this project—the help desk, the IT 
support team, and the manufacturing plant manager. All of them are 
interested in getting more facts about the IT-related problems coming out of 
the new plant, and on the process that will help to resolve them in a timely 
manner. They are all frustrated because they don’t have a common set of 
perceptions. The IT support team and the help desk say they have increased 
their capabilities to help the plant when problems arise. The plant 
management and staff think they are not getting a timely enough response. 
So, they are all partnering to come up with some facts to help make 
decisions. 

On the surface, the metrics Terri and Sarah are proposing look fine. 
In fact, there is nothing wrong with them. The metrics they have identified 
so far provide a sense of the service level of the help desk and the IT support 
staff. The plant manager wants to be sure his people’s problems are being 
resolved in a timely manner, and the proposed metrics will certainly give 
him better information in that area. 

The question is whether these metrics get at the root causes of the 
problems the client is experiencing. In other words, Terri and Sarah are not 
proposing any metrics to provide insight into the causes of the problems. 
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They are only proposing to measure how fast the problems are resolved 
once they have been reported to the help desk. Of course, the client wants 
problems resolved quickly, but what he really wants is not to have problems 
to begin with. 

Let’s assume that if valid statistics were available today, then they 
might show that the client was reporting 50 problems per week, with an 
average resolution time of 24 hours. If the focus is only on turnaround time, 
you can image, in time, that the average response time might be lowered to 
12 hours. This would certainly be a better situation for the client. However, 
if there are still 50 problems reported per week, the client is still going to be 
dissatisfied. 

Likewise, if the help desk and IT support team are courteous and 
professional, they would both be ranked highly in those client satisfaction 
metrics. If, however, the plant continues to report 50 problems per week, 
will the plant staff really be more satisfied? Probably not. 

From the client’s perspective, other root cause metrics should be 
gathered as well. Some examples include 

The number of problems reported per day and per week • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The number of problems identical to problems previously 
reported 

The types of problems grouped into categories, for further root 
cause analysis 

The severity of the problems (focus on eliminating major 
problems, then medium, then minor) 

The impact of the problems, in terms of lost hours 

My advice to Terri and Sarah is to keep the metrics they are 
proposing to collect, but also to talk to the three groups about adding more 
metrics to show root causes and client impact. There is an old saying, “What 
gets measured gets done.” If Terri and Sarah focus exclusively on the 
response times, the tendency will be for everyone to focus exclusively in 
that area. Although important, their goal should be to reduce the number of 
problems, the severity of the problems, and the impact of the problems to 
the client. In addition to that primary focus, they should also collect their 
proposed metrics to ensure that when a problem arises, it is resolved as 
quickly and painlessly as possible. 
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A cold chill was starting to blow into Dickens, and I knew the fall season 
was starting to take shape. The leaves on the oak trees outside my office 
window were beginning to turn orange and red, and short-sleeve shirts were 
starting to be replaced by light turtlenecks and long-sleeve sweaters. The 
NFL was already in its third week, and Pam was starting to wonder what 
costume to buy Tim for Halloween. It was still just the third week of 
September, but people’s minds were starting to turn to thoughts of winter, 
Thanksgiving, and Christmas. John Santos was no exception. He had asked 
me to come by his office on Wednesday afternoon around 3 p.m. to provide 
final feedback on his Project Definition. 

“Tom, I can’t believe I saw a store putting up Christmas decorations 
last night. I tell you, Christmas comes earlier and earlier every year,” he 
said with a chuckle as I came into his office. 

“Actually, it is December 25th every year,” I replied with a straight 
face. After a few seconds I smiled and we both laughed. John’s Project 
Definition was, all in all, a pretty good document, although I did want to 
talk to him about his risk plan. He was responsible for a project involving a 
major office move at our headquarters. A couple of business units had 
recently reorganized, and the inevitable follow-up had people moving to 
reflect the new organization charts. 

“John, I see you have identified a number of risks to the project,” I 
noted. “For each risk, you have also identified a plan to try to eliminate it. 
However, the move is not for three months. Given the timeline, I wonder 
whether there might be more sensible alternatives to some of your risk 
plans.” 

“There are a number of potential risks with a project this large,” 
John replied. “The moving logistics are complex, and everything needs to 
happen in a sequence. If one move gets delayed, the entire schedule gets 
pushed back.” 
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 “I understand how interdependent everything is,” I sympathized. 
“However, let’s look at some of the risk plans. For instance, your moving 
company may end up on strike, so you are proposing engaging another 
company instead. This is a new company you have not used before.” 

“Yes,” John agreed. “If our standard moving contractor is on strike, 
we need to have an alternative in place.” 

“You are also planning for a high volume of calls from people who 
need some minor tweaking after the move,” I noted. “You plan to have your 
staff work paid overtime on nights and weekends to deal with this demand.” 

John spoke proudly. “This may cost us a bunch of overtime pay, but 
we are going to keep our service level up by responding to all requests 
within 48 hours.” 

“I see where you are going with your risk plans,” I summed up. 
“However, there are a number of responses to perceived risks. You are 
trying to mitigate, or eliminate each risk. Let’s discuss some alternatives 
and see if they are applicable instead.” 

 
Since risks are generally perceived as bad, it makes sense for the first 
instinct of a project manager to be one that seeks to mitigate them. 
Mitigation should result in the elimination of the risk, or in the reduction of 
the chance that the risk event will occur. However, there are a number of 
other options for responding to a risk, including 

• Leave it: This option works if you can, in fact, live with the result 
of the risk event occurring, or if the cost of other approaches is 
prohibitive. You may leave a risk alone if nothing can be done about 
it, even if the project may need to be cancelled if the event occurs. 

• Monitor the risk: You may have enough time to monitor the risk to 
see if it will go away. The project manager creates a risk plan in the 
future only if the risk appears likely to occur. 

• Avoid the risk: You may be able to isolate and avoid the condition 
causing the risk. For instance, if part of the project has high risk 
associated with it, you may be able to eliminate that entire piece. 

• Move the risk: In some instances, the responsibility for managing a 
risk can be removed from the project by assigning the risk to another 
entity or third party. The third party may have specific expertise in 
that area, and can absorb any associated risks. 
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Notice that none of these options include ignoring the risk. Even the 
option to leave the risk is the result of a conscious decision.  

In John’s case, he is choosing to mitigate all of the identified risks. 
However, I asked him to be open to other options as well. For instance, let’s 
look at the risk of a strike at the moving contractor. John has three months 
until the move, and he may not want to make any major changes now, such 
as developing a business relationship with a new company. Perhaps the best 
approach is to monitor this risk for the next 30 days. If the labor contract is 
renewed, then he will not need to make any changes at all. If a strike still 
seems imminent, then he will still have two months to put new plans into 
place. There is risk associated with using a new vendor on an important 
move like this. John probably doesn’t want to make a change unless he has 
to. 

John is also proposing heavy overtime so his service level will not 
drop after the move is complete. Again, this may be the best approach, but it 
may not. He should talk to his manager and major clients about another 
option—leaving the risk alone. After a major move, people understand there 
is going to be some disruption in service levels. He may be able to reset 
expectations for a short-term time frame. For instance, perhaps turnaround 
time for problems will be five days instead of two days. In other words, this 
may be a situation the company can live with, and may not require him to 
incur the expense of paid overtime. 

John’s risk plans were not wrong. In fact, these may be the best 
alternatives given what he knows today. However, a number of options are 
available for risk response. In general, risk response is based on the severity 
of the risk, the time frame when the risk event may occur, and the options 
available to you. For instance, if you have risk events occurring many 
months in the future, it may not make sense to jump right into risk 
mitigation activities. A lot can change over time. The project manager 
should look at all the appropriate risk response options, and the risk plans 
should be evaluated periodically to ensure they continue to address each 
threat appropriately. 
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I was unusually slow during the last week of September, so I decided to 
proactively check in with several project managers who I knew had projects 
in the works, to see if I could offer any assistance. My first meeting was with 
Nikki Hooper, who was working with her client to update an application on 
how commissions are paid. Nikki was a mother of three with short blonde 
hair and green eyes. An extremely conservative woman, Nikki was active on 
her church board as well as her school’s Parent Teacher Association. This 
was my first interaction with her, and I could tell she was skeptical about 
whether or not I could offer any real advice or help. Like many people I 
have worked with in my role as project management advisor, she also 
appeared nervous, thinking that my true function was to assess her 
performance and competence as a project manager, and to determine 
whether she was someone worth keeping at Mega Manufacturing. I 
addressed this misconception first. 

“You know Nikki, a lot of people think my job is to evaluate project 
managers,” I began. “This could not be further from the truth. I was 
brought in to help project managers like you do their job more 
professionally and more effectively.” 

“Thanks for saying that up front, Tom,” she replied. “I was a bit 
nervous after receiving your call, because I thought perhaps you had heard 
something bad about my project. I actually thought my client might have 
called to complain.” 

“Not at all. But why is your client complaining? Why don’t you fill 
me in and let’s see if I can help.” 

“Well, I am really having a problem right now trying to manage 
client expectations,” she began. “Our business clients aren’t being realistic. 
They want to completely automate the commission payment process and 
allow the salespeople to view information through the Web. We can’t do 
everything they want because we are dealing with enhancements to a legacy 
system with a lot of older technology. We would have to completely rewrite 
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it if we did everything they wanted. I would love to hear your advice on how 
to better manage their expectations.” 

“Managing expectations can be tough,” I replied, still trying to put 
her at ease. “But the place to start is the Project Definition. Did you write 
one for this project?” 

“No, we didn’t,” she said. “We didn’t think we needed one for an 
enhancement.” 

“How about business requirements?” I asked. “Do you have 
anything formally approved coming out of your analysis?” 

“We met with the clients to gather their requirements, but we don’t 
have much formally documented.” 

I paused for a few seconds. “Well, you asked me for advice on how 
to better manage the expectations of your client,” I began. “The problem is 
you and your client never had an agreement on what your project was going 
to produce. You can’t manage expectations effectively unless you have 
common expectations to begin with.” 

 
Managing expectations is one of the biggest challenges facing project 
managers. It seems as if your client always wants more than you can deliver, 
for less cost and effort than it really takes. This mismatch of expectations is 
one of the primary reasons projects do not end successfully. In many cases, 
the project team has one level of expectations for what the project will 
produce, but the sponsor and clients have another. The challenge for the 
project manager is to keep these expectations synchronized with the 
sponsor. 

If you were to create a process for managing client expectations on a 
project, it would look something like this: 

Establish an agreement: This is probably the most overlooked, 
yet obvious part of the process. It is difficult or impossible to 
manage client expectations if you do not have some agreement to 
begin with. 

• 

• Manage scope change: Once an agreement is reached, changes 
should be managed through the scope change management 
process. This ensures the client and the sponsor approves all 
changes and helps to keep expectations in line. 
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Deliver against the expectations: Again, this may seem obvious. 
However, once an agreement has been put into place, you need to 
make sure you deliver the work as expected. 

• 

Communicate proactively: Communicate proactively through the 
status reporting process or as part of a broader Communication 
Plan. This helps the business client and the sponsor to keep up to 
date on progress, issues, risks, etc. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Periodically assess performance: The project manager needs to 
monitor the work to ensure that the client commitments are met. 

Reset expectations if necessary: If the project manager feels the 
team is unlikely to complete the project according to the 
agreement, immediate steps should be taken to determine a new 
course of action and reset expectations with a modified 
agreement. 

Complete the agreement: Review the completed work with the 
client to ensure the terms of the agreement have been fully met. 
If not, negotiate what will be required to fulfill the agreement. 

Given this simple process for managing expectations, it’s no wonder 
Nikki is having trouble keeping client expectations in line with hers. After 
all, she never had a formal agreement with the client on the definition of the 
work (scope, objectives, risk, deliverables, etc.) to begin with. Nor did she 
set a common expectation as to the features and functions that would be 
delivered (business requirements). It’s not surprising, then, that the client 
has “unrealistic” expectations as to what will be delivered. 

Nikki will not be able to manage expectations effectively until she 
gains a common understanding of the work with her client. Since the project 
is well underway, it’s probably too late to go all the way back to the Project 
Definition. However, she can go back and document the business 
requirements. Once the requirements are on the table, she can provide effort 
and cost estimates. When the sponsor sees that some of the requirements are 
prohibitively expensive to implement, they should agree to concentrate on 
those areas of the project that offer reasonable and cost-effective delivery. 
Until then, Nikki will always have a hard time managing the work because 
she has no agreement on what will be delivered. 
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The first week of October brought cold winds and rain to Dickens, as well 
as numerous calls and e-mails for project management advice. I knew the 
next few months would be busy leading up to the end of the year, and my 
calendar was filling up fast. 

I had just returned from a set of back-to-back-to-back-to-back 
meetings, when I received a panicked phone call from Jerry asking me if I 
could spare 20 minutes and swing by the large conference room on the third 
floor at the end of the day. I had to reschedule a late meeting with Alex, but 
I told Jerry I could make it. 

As I approached the conference room at 5 p.m., I saw Jerry outside 
the main door. 

“Hey, Jerry. What’s up?” I asked as I approached the conference 
room. 

“Tom, I know you hate surprises, but happy birthday!” 

Just then the conference room door swung open to reveal several 
people in birthday hats and a big cake on the conference table. I was not 
sure if anyone would know it was my 40th birthday, but apparently the word 
had gotten out. Mega Manufacturing is a big company, so birthdays are 
traditionally celebrated internally by team members. Since I was really just 
a team of one, I had assumed that I would not be having a birthday 
celebration. It was nice to know that people remembered me. I blew out the 
candles on the cake and grabbed the first piece. 

After several minutes of socializing, I noticed Alex in the back corner 
eating a piece of cake. I went over to see him. 

“Hey Alex! I feel bad about canceling our appointment for a social 
function. I honestly thought Jerry was in trouble on his project.” 

“No need to explain, Tom. Jerry actually called me early this 
morning and let me in on the secret. If you don’t mind, perhaps we can still 
talk briefly about my project. I could use your help with something.” 
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 “Why don’t you update me on your project? How’s it going?” 

“Well, I think we are in pretty good shape,” he said. “We have a 
number of changes to make to the database environment, but the work is not 
necessarily complex. It’s just that we have a couple hundred databases to 
upgrade and it takes time.” 

“It sounds like a challenge,” I agreed. “You said you thought you 
were in good shape. Does that mean you are on schedule or ahead of 
schedule?” 

“I think we are on target,” he said with a slight hesitation. “But, to 
be honest, I would have a hard time telling you precisely. We have many of 
our database administrators working on this project full time or part time. If 
one of them has some free time, they are jumping ahead to the next database 
upgrade. If they have other problems come up, they may not work on the 
upgrade for a number of days. So, some of them are ahead of schedule and 
some are behind. It’s hard to figure out exactly where we are at any single 
point in time.” 

We talked for a few minutes about how he was tracking 
accomplishments. I did not have a major concern with how Alex was 
running the project, but I did see a problem with being unable to note 
exactly where he stood against his schedule. 

“Let’s talk some more about your workplan,” I said to Alex. “You 
look like you have planned the project well, and it appears you are 
assigning work effectively. I think you need to set up some schedule 
milestones so you can better judge how your project is doing against your 
plan.” 

 
Milestones are inserted into the workplan to signify the completion of a 
major deliverable or a major set of deliverables. They have zero duration. 
That is, they do not specifically require any work or effort to complete. 
However, they signify the project has passed a threshold. 

Milestones are especially of interest to managers and sponsors, since 
they can provide a high-level snapshot of how you are tracking against your 
project workplan. For instance, you may add a milestone at the end of the 
analysis phase to signify the completion of the business requirements. Your 
sponsor and other stakeholders can just track the status of the project against 
the milestone date, without needing to understand the more detailed 
activities required. If you hit your milestone date, the assumption is the 
work is on track from a schedule perspective. 
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Milestones also provide the opportunity for a project management 
checkpoint. At every milestone, project managers can 

Evaluate previously identified risks to ensure they are being 
managed well. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Look for new risks to the project. 

Verify that they have business commitment to continue. 

Verify that the project assumptions are still valid. 

Double-check the budget and deadline estimates to determine if 
they are still correct. 

After carrying out these types of project management validation, you 
can plunge ahead with the next major part of the project. 

Usually when you are managing a project, many (or most) of the 
activities follow a sequential pattern. For example, major analysis is 
followed by design, which is typically followed by construction, testing, and 
finally implementation. In most cases, the project manager can insert a 
milestone at the end of each of these project stages. However, on Alex’s 
project, the activities are scheduled more arbitrarily, and don’t necessarily 
follow a logical pattern. The timing of the work is based as much on team 
member availability as anything else. 

In spite of the scheduling difficulty, or perhaps because of it, Alex 
needs some milestones to gauge his progress. For example, he could set up 
milestones at the completion of the database upgrades for each business 
unit, or perhaps milestones can be set after every 25 databases are 
converted. 

The funny thing about Alex’s project is he has done a very good job 
of building his workplan, and is managing the workplan well. In spite of 
that, he is nervous about whether he really understands if he is ahead or 
behind schedule. This is always a cause for concern because project 
managers should always know how they are trending against their 
workplans. If they don’t, there is a good chance they could be behind 
schedule and not realize it until too late. Establishing milestones will allow 
Alex to focus on how the work is progressing. 

In a simplistic sense, when a milestone arrives, Alex can see whether 
all the work up to that point is complete. If it is, then he is on or ahead of 
schedule. If some work is ahead of schedule and some behind schedule 
(which sounds like what is happening on Alex’s project), he can shift 
available resources to overdue work so the project can catch up with the 
planned schedule. At that point, he can confirm all the work required up to 
that milestone is completed. He should also have some sense of whether the 
project is ahead of or behind schedule based on knowing the date the 
milestone was scheduled to be completed, the date it actually was 
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completed, and the amount of work (if any) that has been completed ahead 
of schedule based on the milestone date. 

Establishing milestones will provide Alex with checkpoints he can 
use to validate whether his project is progressing well against the schedule 
or whether corrective action is required. 
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Sean Robinson scheduled another meeting with me for the second week of 
October, and I was curious to see how he was doing on his project to track 
response rates for direct mail campaigns. The last time I saw him was in the 
parking lot after work as he was heading to the gym. When I saw him this 
morning in his office, it was clear he had just come from the gym as his gym 
bag was on the floor next to his desk, and he had that “just showered” look. 
I didn’t know much about Sean, but I knew he took his physical well being 
very seriously. 

“How many times do you work out a day, Sean?” I asked in a 
teasing tone as I sat my coffee mug down on the corner of his desk. I did not 
expect he would be working out more than once a day. 

“Usually just once, either in the morning or after work. If I’m really 
motivated I go both times!” 

“Wow, that sounds pretty intense. I’m lucky to get in one workout 
every other day.” 

“Well, it just takes discipline, Tom. I’d be happy to meet you in the 
gym every day, either before or after work. We can work out together, and 
I’ll get you started on a diet and exercise program that will make you feel 
great!” 

I knew I was getting in over my head. “I’m not sure I can commit the 
time right now, but I’ll get back to you on it,” I replied, trying not to sound 
too uninterested. “Tell you what, let’s exercise our brains a bit this 
morning.” 

We both chuckled. It had been a month or two since we last spoke, so 
if Sean was on track, his project should be winding down about now. 

“We’re getting to the end,” Sean said, shifting his weight. “But the 
user acceptance testing is taking longer than expected. I guess that’s good 
and bad. It’s bad that it is taking more time than expected, but on the 
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positive side, the more errors we catch in testing, the higher the quality of 
the final solution.” 

Sean’s mention of the “higher quality of the final solution” intrigued 
me. 

“What kind of errors are you catching?” I asked. 

“Our users are being very thorough—they are catching all kinds of 
errors. Most are in the interfaces between the various subsystems. Some are 
programming logic errors. A couple of the worst problems were caused by 
some screw-ups in the original requirements. Those have taken quite a bit of 
time to correct.” Sean began stretching his legs. 

“It’s great your users are catching all these errors. But did you 
perform any quality reviews or get any user signoffs on your work as it was 
originally being completed?” 

“No, we didn’t,” Sean said chuckling. “We probably should have 
done more things like that. But it seemed like we didn’t have the time.” 

“It seems like you do have the time,” I countered. “You’re just 
spending it now instead of earlier in the project. In fact, I’ll bet you are 
spending more time fixing problems now than you would have spent 
avoiding them earlier.” 

 
Everyone has heard the saying, “You don’t have time to do it right, but you 
do have time to do it twice.” This means the incremental time required to 
validate the work is done correctly the first time is sacrificed, and you are 
then forced to spend extra time on rework and fixing problems at the end of 
the project. Our familiarity with the project life cycle has reached the point 
where we think we can rush through many activities in the project since we 
hope we will catch all the errors in testing. Unfortunately, it is not a one-to-
one tradeoff, since the time it takes to fix problems is almost always more 
than the time required to prevent them to begin with. 

Two main factors underpin the quality management process: build 
work processes that reduce errors to begin with, and find leftover errors as 
early in the project life cycle as possible. 

The first aspect of reducing errors involves activities like training, 
checklists for deliverables, following proven standards, and reusing prebuilt 
components. These are all investments in helping the team members create 
deliverables correctly the first time. If you train your team, for instance, in 
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how to apply a new technology, you hope the team will be able to utilize the 
new technology correctly, and with a minimum of errors. 

The second aspect of finding errors as early as possible includes 
activities like inspections, signoffs, and walkthroughs. For instance, 
misunderstandings and mistakes in deliverables and scope need to be found 
in the planning process. One way is to make sure the sponsor signs and 
approves the Project Definition. Likewise, errors in business logic need to 
be caught in the analysis phase. Design errors need to be caught in the 
design phase, and errors in constructing a solution need to be identified in 
the initial unit and integration testing. 

The project manager should be aware that, in almost all cases, a 
good quality management process does require more effort hours and cost at 
the beginning of the project. However, these costs are more than offset by a 
reduction in the time needed to correct errors in the testing phase, or worse, 
when the solution goes into production. 

The fact that Sean is catching so many errors at the end of the project 
is not a sign of a good quality solution. In fact, it may be an indicator of a 
lack of quality in the process used to build the solution. For instance, it 
would have been much less costly for Sean’s team to have spotted problems 
with the business requirements during the analysis phase of the project, 
rather than having to fix the problems during user acceptance testing. These 
errors in requirements could have been uncovered simply by having the 
client formally approve the requirements. This is not to say the requirement 
would have then been perfect. It is always possible the client may have 
missed some of the important requirements needed for the project. However, 
having to formally approve the requirements would have forced the client to 
review this information more diligently. It would also have allowed Sean to 
invoke scope change management when these new requirements came up 
late in the project. 

The other errors Sean mentions have to do with the testing process. 
The purpose of the client acceptance test is simply to validate that the 
solution works as expected. This is not the time to be catching interface 
errors and programming errors. Based on the fact that his team is finding 
these types of errors, it appears that both the programming process and the 
subsequent testing process had flaws. These types of errors should have 
been caught earlier and are a sign the testing process was not rigorous 
enough. 
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Mega Manufacturing offered its employees many great perks, but the one I 
enjoyed most was the cafeteria. The company contracted a catering firm in 
Chicago called Cool Eats to run the cafeteria, and the selection was 
stupendous. Every day you could pick items from a vast salad bar, deli, 
Chinese wok, American grill, and fruit stand. There was also an ice cream 
bar that I did not visit frequently, but every now and again it hit the spot. 
Usually, the pressures of work meant that I just grabbed a quick snack at my 
desk, but I would have liked to eat in the cafeteria more often. Today I was 
having lunch with Danielle Bartlett, so I would get to enjoy this benefit. I 
had just sat down after ordering a cheeseburger and fries from the grill 
when Danielle came over. Danielle was finishing up her second project 
since I first met her on Valentine’s Day. Her latest project was to establish 
an intranet portal Web site that could be used to communicate more 
effectively between the Facilities Department and its numerous vendors. 

“Looks good,” Danielle said, eyeing my burger and fries as she sat 
her tray down. “Let me grab a soda and I’ll be right back.” Danielle had 
ordered a small salad and chicken soup, so I knew she must either be eating 
healthy or calming her stomach. 

“Danielle, your lunch suggests your stomach might be bothering 
you. Are you stressed out about something?” 

“You are very wise, Tom,” she said with a smile. She said her 
project was going over budget and past its estimated end date. Her sponsor 
had just found out, and was not happy. 

“Frankly, I am a little surprised,” she began, sipping her soup. “I 
thought I was managing the project well. We developed a set of 
requirements for the installation of the estimating package, but as the 
project progressed, the users had new requirements they had forgotten to 
include in the initial stages of analysis. Whenever this happened, I initiated 
standard scope change management procedures.” 

150 



 “Tell me what your scope change procedures were,” I replied. 
“Perhaps they were missing some important piece.” 

Danielle described the process to me. “Whenever a scope change 
request was made, we documented it and created a cost estimate. Then we 
took the change to the client and verified whether the business benefit of the 
change was worth the cost and effort. If she said to go ahead, we proceeded. 
In fact, I have everything documented.” 

“You’ll need to explain to me why your sponsor is unhappy,” I said. 
“If you invoked scope change management, and the change was approved, 
the impact to the project should have been known.” 

“The sponsor says she didn’t approve the changes and she was not 
aware the project was going over budget,” she replied. “I guess we didn’t 
do a good enough job of managing her expectations.” 

Now I was really confused. “I don’t understand. I thought you said 
the sponsor approved all the scope changes?” 

“No, I said the client approved the changes,” she explained. “When 
a user requested a change we always went to their manager for approval. I 
thought if a manager approved the work, we should go ahead.” 

“Now I see,” I concluded. “You have made the common mistake of 
not understanding the full role of the sponsor. There may be many people 
who are users and stakeholders, but the only person who can approve a 
change is the sponsor.” 

 
There are many people who have some level of interest in your project. The 
clients are the people in the organization(s) that the project is undertaken 
for. The end users are the people in the client organization who will actually 
use the products produced from the project. There are also many other 
stakeholders who have an interest in your project but don’t specifically 
belong to the client organization. And, of course, there is the sponsor. The 
sponsor is the specific person who approved the project and is normally 
providing the funding. 

It is natural for the project team to want to please their clients. 
However, this desire to be “client focused” often leads them to forget the 
main client of the project. The team most often works with the end users and 
their managers. The end users and their managers are typically the people 
who provide requirements, answer questions, and test the product to ensure 
it meets their needs. The end users are the people who will ultimately live 
with the final solution. Since these are the people the project team deals with 

151 



the most, they are often considered to be the ultimate client. However, they 
are really the “little c” client. 

When it comes to declaring success or failure, and when it comes to 
managing expectations, the sponsor matters most. And when you have to 
consider changing the budget or delivery date, the sponsor is the person with 
the power. The sponsor is the “big C” client. 

Danielle thought she had a good scope change management process 
for her project. She was 

1. Receiving scope change requests from end users 

2. Documenting the requests 

3. Estimating the impact of the changes to the project 

4. Taking them to the client manager for approval 

In reality, however, the client manager was really just verifying 
whether or not the change had business value. The client manager was not in 
a position to know whether the changes would impact the project deadline 
and budget. 

All of this may have worked out okay if the project budget and 
deadline had not been compromised. However, these lower-level managers 
cannot make decisions requiring budget and deadline changes. They do not 
have authority to add to the project budget. In these instances, only the 
sponsor can make the decisions. Of course, the sponsor may delegate this 
role to another person for day-to-day items. In that case, the sponsor 
designee would be the only one to make these types of decisions. 

Danielle and I had a good discussion on this point. The good thing 
was she was trying to follow a good scope change process. However, she 
was not going to the right person to make decisions that had an impact on 
the budget or deadline. The client manager may have thought the changes 
were important, but she did not have the authority to approve additional time 
or budget. The sponsor needs to do that. So now Danielle finds herself in an 
uncomfortable position. In her desire to be client focused, she has upset the 
client that matters most—the project sponsor. 
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Lindsay Peterson stopped by my office on Halloween day to discuss her 
project to consolidate worldwide sales data for the Sales Department. I 
hardly recognized her when she stepped into my office. She was wearing a 
white jumpsuit, with big gold glasses and a fake wig. Mega Manufacturing 
encouraged its employees to come dressed in costumes for Halloween, and 
Lindsay’s was one of the best—a female Elvis! 

“Boy, it’s tough to imagine the teenagers swooning over you,” I 
joked as she came in and sat down. 

“Very funny, Tom. Tell me, who exactly are you supposed to be?” 

I was wearing a regular suit and tie, but had an old reporter’s hat 
on, with glasses and an exaggerated parting in my hair. I stood up to 
provide a clearer clue as to my costume. I had purposely left the middle 
buttons on my dress shirt undone, and I pulled them aside to show Lindsay 
my blue T-shirt with a large “S” printed on it. 

“Ah, Clark Kent. Very clever.” 

“What do you mean,” I said in a deadpan voice. “I was just going to 
say that I am not wearing a costume today. Now tell me ‘King,’ what’s got 
you in Heartbreak Hotel on your project?” 

“Tom, you know we recently came up with a workaround to replace 
some Web reporting software that would not work with our browser,” 
Lindsay started. “Well, we are behind schedule. I wanted to get some tips 
from you on things we can do that might help.” 

“Have you tried anything so far?” I asked. 

“We have assigned a couple of new part-time people to the project,” 
Lindsay noted. “But they are not having much effect. At this point, we will 
probably end up missing our deadline. However, I want to prepare a new 
workplan and I want to see how close we can get to the original date.” 

 “Okay,” I agreed, standing up to write on the whiteboard. “First, 
let’s verify that your new part-time resources are working on the right 
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activities. Then let’s list out a number of techniques that will help to 
accelerate the schedule.” 

 
The project manager starts off a project with a workplan. However, it seems 
projects never behave exactly as planned, and soon you need to make 
adjustments. Some activities end late and new ones are needed you didn’t 
account for. If you are lucky, you have some activities completing early as 
well, and you have some built-in contingency to help absorb inaccurate 
estimates. However, if you are unlucky (this seems to be the case more often 
than not), you end up in a situation where you start trending over your 
deadline. 

The first responsibility of the project manager is to understand the 
work remaining so you can catch this problem as early as possible. If you 
find you are trending four weeks behind schedule, for instance, it is better to 
understand that with six months to go rather than with two months to go. 
The earlier you recognize the problem, the more flexibility you have to 
resolve the situation. 

After you realize you are trending past your deadline, you must also 
try to understand the cause(s). If you do not understand the cause of the 
problem, you may put a plan into place that fails because the problem 
continues to occur. Regardless of how you get there, you are obliged to get 
back on schedule if at all possible. If you cannot meet your committed 
deadline, you should strive to put together a new realistic estimate. 
However, you should also strive to complete the work as close to the 
original deadline as possible. 

The following techniques can be applied to the situation. This list is 
not in order of priority, and some techniques may work better in certain 
situations, whereas others can be applied more successfully elsewhere. 
Some of these techniques may require additional funding, but that may be a 
viable option if the deadline date is more important to the client than the 
budget. 

Work overtime: Everyone hates it, but one logical solution to 
consider is overtime. If people work more hours, they can get 
more work done in the same amount of calendar time. Overtime 
may be the best option if you are close to the end of the project 
and just need a final push to get everything done on schedule. If 
you are toward the end of the project, you also may be able to 
give people time off after the project is completed. If you are still 
early in the project, there are probably other options that are 

• 
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more effective. There may be cost implications to this option if 
you need to have contract resources work overtime. 

Reallocate resources onto the critical path: The project manager 
must first understand what activities are on the critical path. 
After all, if the project is trending over deadline, by definition the 
critical path is late. Once the critical path is understood, you 
should see if resources can be moved from other activities to help 
the activities on the critical path. This will get the project back on 
track by delaying or stretching out some of the work that is not 
on the critical path. Be careful though—delaying some work may 
end up changing the critical path. Always make sure you double-
check the critical path each time you change the schedule. 
Lindsay should explore this option in more detail. She has 
applied two part-time resources to the project with minimal 
results. It’s possible they were assigned activities off the critical 
path. It is also possible they worked on the critical path, but as 
the path was shortened, a new critical path emerged. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Double-check all dependencies: Schedule dependencies 
represent activities that must be executed in a certain order. 
Invalid dependencies make it appear activities must be 
performed sequentially, when they can really be done in parallel. 
For instance, if you are building a house, you cannot start putting 
up the frame until the foundation is poured and dried. If you are 
trending over your deadline, these dependencies should be 
revalidated, since it is possible the schedule is being lengthened 
by dependencies between invalid activities. 

Check time-constrained activities: Time-constrained activities do 
not change based on the number of resources applied. For 
instance, you may be allocating team members to a five-day 
class. The class takes five days if 1 person attends, and it still 
takes five days if 20 people attend. All of these time-constrained 
activities should be checked to verify the timeframe. Perhaps 
assumptions could be changed with a different approach. For 
instance, if you have to wait two days for concrete to dry, 
perhaps renting fans to blow on the concrete could shorten the 
time. 

Swap resources: One cause for trending over your deadline 
might be that one or more resources are not as productive as you 
originally planned. In some instances, you may be able to simply 
swap people who are working on different activities within your 
project. At other times, it may mean releasing a team member 
and bringing in another person. Remember, the activities on the 
critical path are key. You may have the option to assign a more 
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productive resource to those activities, while reassigning a less-
productive resource to noncritical path activities. 

“Crash” the schedule: Crashing the schedule means applying 
additional resources to the critical path to get the biggest 
schedule gain for the least amount of incremental costs. For 
instance, if one person were assigned to complete an activity in 
ten days, you could investigate whether two people could 
complete it earlier. If two people can complete the work in six 
days, you will have accelerated the schedule by four days, at an 
incremental cost of two work days (two people for six days 
versus the original ten-day estimate). You may be able to further 
crash the schedule by applying three resources. Perhaps now the 
activity would take four days, or four-and-a-half days. Typically, 
the more resources you throw at an activity, the higher the 
incremental cost will be, while you will receive less in 
incremental time savings. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Fast track: Fast track means you look at activities normally done 
in sequence and assign them totally or partially in parallel. For 
instance, in my home building example earlier, I said the house 
frame could not be constructed until the foundation was dry. 
However, if the house is large enough, you may have options to 
fast track by starting to erect the frame on the side of the home 
where the foundation was poured first. The foundation will 
harden there first, and might allow you to erect the frame on that 
side, while the foundation on the far side of the home is still 
drying. Fast-tracking usually involves risk that could lead to 
increased cost and some rework later. 

“Zero tolerance” scope change: Many projects begin to trend 
over deadline because more work has been added than originally 
committed to. This could be a result of poor scope change 
management, or it could be that small changes are being worked 
in under the radar screen. However, if you are at risk of missing 
your deadline date, you must work with the client and team 
members to ensure absolutely no unplanned work is being 
requested or worked on—even if it is just one hour. All energy 
should go into accelerating the agreed upon core work. 

Improve processes: When you look at the cause of the project 
trending over schedule, you may find some of the internal work 
processes could be improved. You should solicit team member 
feedback and look for ways within your team’s internal control 
to streamline processes. For instance, perhaps you have a daily 
status meeting that does not provide value and which can be 
scaled back to once per week. You may also find there are 
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bottlenecks with getting deliverables approved that can be 
overcome through a different process. 

Scope back the work: One option is to look at the work 
remaining and negotiate with the sponsor to remove some of it 
from the project. If you feel some of the remaining work is not 
essential to the project, you could discuss eliminating it 
completely. If the remaining work is all essential to the solution, 
this discussion still might need to take place as a last resort. You 
may have some options to complete this project on time with less 
than 100 percent functionality, and then execute a follow-up 
project to complete the remaining requirements. 

• 

• Improve morale: Team members will work harder and perform 
better if they do not spend time complaining and sulking. You 
can build shared purpose, increased camaraderie, and do some 
fun things to get people excited and happy again. 

It will take a discussion between Lindsay and her sponsor to 
determine which options are best for their project. If the deadline date for 
your project is important, the worst thing the project manager can do is to 
ignore the schedule overrun and just let things keep going as they are. There 
are many proactive techniques that can be applied to try to accelerate the 
schedule. Lindsay can have an intelligent discussion with the sponsor to 
look at the alternatives, how much each option will accelerate the schedule, 
and the incremental cost to the project (if any). 
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Pam and I took Tim trick-or-treating on Halloween night until about 9:30 
p.m. He picked out his own costume this year, settling on Buzz Lightyear 
from the Toy Story movies. His pumpkin-shaped bucket was nearly full when 
we got home, but he was so tired from walking around and carrying his 
bounty he quickly fell asleep on the couch. I was recounting the story of our 
night to Marty McKnight in her office the following afternoon, and she 
laughed when I told her about Tim falling asleep right away .Apparently her 
youngest daughter did the same thing. 

“She enjoyed getting all dressed up as a ballerina, but she didn’t 
particularly care for ringing doorbells and asking strangers for candy. By 
the time we got home, she could barely keep her eyes open,” she said. Marty 
was in her late 20s, and had only a few years’ experience in the Marketing 
Department of Mega Manufacturing. 

“Why don’t you bring me up to speed on your project, Marty?” I 
said. 

“I am an analyst in the Marketing Department,” Marty began. “As 
you know, we have been doing marketing campaigns for many years, and 
some are very successful. However, we have a new department head, and he 
wants us to revamp the traditional model we have for campaigns. He wants 
them to be developed sooner, to include a Web component, to appeal to 
younger customers, and for them to be backed up with more metrics that 
show their effectiveness. He wants more changes as well, but you get the 
picture.” 

“Loud and clear,” I said. “It sounds like he wants to reengineer 
your overall model for conducting marketing campaigns.” 

“Yes, that’s the word he used—‘reengineering,’” Marty confirmed.  
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“So, reengineering is an IT term, right? I thought I would come over and 
get some advice for how to put a game plan together. I’m not really sure 
how to begin.” 

 “Well, ‘reengineering’ is not really an IT term,” I noted, trying to 
sound competent without sounding too smart. “In fact, much of the common 
use of the term is in the context of business reengineering, which is exactly 
what you are trying to do. I have a technique to get you started on a new 
model. It’s called a work breakdown structure.” 

 
Let’s first understand exactly what it is that Marty is looking for. She has 
been asked to build a model that will describe how the Marketing 
Department will conduct campaigns in the future. This model is basically a 
workplan template. The model will describe what things you do to start a 
campaign, to determine the audience, to work with vendors, to analyze the 
market, to gather metrics, etc. You can easily imagine the result of Marty’s 
effort will be a workplan template describing all of the activities required to 
create, launch, and track a marketing campaign. 

The only thing unusual about her project is she has been asked only 
to create the workplan model. In most cases, you build your workplan, and 
then use it to execute a project. Marty is building a workplan template for 
other marketing teams to use after her. 

One of the ways to begin building a workplan is with a technique 
called work breakdown structure (WBS). The WBS technique is especially 
helpful when you are not sure exactly what you are getting into. It is 
possible one person could create the WBS. However, that would imply one 
person has all of the knowledge, and that is typically not the case when the 
WBS technique is used. 

The place to start, then, is by gathering a group of interested people, 
all with knowledge and expertise that they can bring along to solve the 
overall problem. The meeting can be facilitated, but it doesn’t have to be. 
The session rarely starts with a blank slate. There is usually some 
preexisting information, such as goals, strategies, constraints, standards, etc., 
that help to frame the overall solution. If you have a Project Definition, be 
sure to note the deliverables, assumptions, approach, etc. In Marty’s case, 
for instance, the group can start by listing the stated requirements from the 
sponsor, such as including the Web, appealing to younger customers, 
executing faster, etc. 
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With a WBS technique, you are basically building an inverted tree. 
In other words, you are going to start at a high level and identify all of the 
more detailed activities that need to take place to complete that higher level. 
Let’s take a closer look at the process.  

First, determine what large chunks of work must be carried out for 
the entire project to be completed. At this point, how you define the first 
level of work does not matter. It is only important for all of the work to be 
identified at the end of the process. For instance, a marketing campaign 
might be initially broken up into steps such as “planning, analysis, design, 
build, rollout.” The breakdown could also be by marketing medium, such as 
“television, radio, magazine, newspaper, Web, point-of-sale,” etc. On the 
other hand, an IT application might have high-level deliverables such as 
“online application, data warehouse, datamarts, user query tools.” Break 
down the work into whatever structure makes sense for your project. The 
initial high-level breakdown of work is called level 1. Remember, the point 
of the work breakdown structure is to capture all of the elements of the 
work. Sequencing is not important at this time. 

After you finish your initial breakdown of the work, look at each of 
the level 1 components and see if they need to be broken down further. They 
should be broken down further if it is not clear what is required to complete 
the work or if the estimate to complete the work is greater than an 
estimating threshold—usually around 80 hours. 

Look at these large pieces of work and determine all of the activities 
required to complete them. This gets you to level 2 of the work breakdown 
structure. When the process is complete, look at the lower level again to see 
if the underlying work is clear, concise, and can be done in 80 hours or less. 
Any activities that cannot are broken down further. 

You continue to build the inverted tree for all lower-level activities, 
until all of the work is represented in as much detail as is necessary, with no 
activities having an estimated effort larger than your estimating threshold of 
80 hours. This takes you to levels 3, 4, 5, and so on. It should be a rare case 
where you would need to break the work down greater than five levels. 

My advice to Marty is to get a team of marketing people together 
and build a WBS that lays out the work they think should be done on future 
campaigns. The next step is to sequence all of the lowest-level activities 
(those that have not been broken down further). Then they should estimate 
the effort required to complete each activity within each sequence. If they 
can do those three things (WBS, sequencing, and effort estimate), then 
Marty should have the basic model for future campaigns to circulate for 
feedback and approval. 
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When a marketing campaign starts in the future, the campaign 
manager will use the plan as his or her model. The campaign manager can 
remove unnecessary activities, assign resources to the remaining activities, 
and estimate the effort and duration of each activity. The marketing 
campaign plan can then be executed. 
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When Wayne Moretti left Mega Manufacturing, I began reporting to Rick 
Goodall, a senior vice president. Rick was a great guy who fully supported 
the idea of a project management adviser and really saw the value of the 
position. He took me to lunch the day before Wayne left, and we’ve had a 
good working relationship ever since. He invited me to lunch the week of 
Thanksgiving to discuss status reports and to catch up on other business. 

We decided to walk to Joe’s Fishmarket, a newly opened restaurant 
about two blocks west of Mega Manufacturing. I had noticed that it had 
opened a few weeks ago, but I did not know anyone who had eaten there. I 
ordered the fish ‘n’ chips special and Rick tried the flounder. We started off 
talking about nonbusiness-related matters. As our lunch arrived, though, 
Rick passed along some feedback to me about status reporting. 

“Tom, I’ve been hearing concerns from some of the senior managers 
about the quality of the information being reported in the project status 
reports,” Rick said between bites of his french fries. “I need you to work 
with the project managers to make these more effective.” 

“What kinds of concerns are you hearing?” I asked. 

“Some of the managers are receiving project status reports on a 
monthly basis,” Rick explained. “However, these are just a bunch of words. 
After reading the reports, they still don’t have a good understanding of the 
project status.” 

“Our company needs to move to a higher level on status reporting,” 
I agreed. “A year ago, status reports were created sporadically, and 
everyone used a different format. Now every project manager does status 
reporting on a monthly basis in a consistent format. However, I agree that 
the information in the reports is not always at the high-quality level we need 
it to be.” 
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 “Great,” Rick replied. “Let’s figure out how to get the content 
improved over the next two monthly reporting cycles. By the way, how’s 
your fish?” 

“You know,” I sighed. “The fish is a little stale and a little bland.” 

“Sounds like our status reports!” Rick shot back. 

We both chuckled. 

 
Is there a project manager out there who likes to do status reports? If so, I 
would like to shake his or her hand. Your team accomplishes great feats, 
solves perplexing problems, and strives to meet deadlines. Then, when the 
time comes to tell your managers and your clients about the status of the 
project, you want to spend as little time as possible providing the absolute 
minimum amount of information required. It might be understandable (but 
still not right) if the project was in trouble. But even project teams doing 
well don’t always communicate effectively in the status report. 

Of course, let’s first also agree that management stakeholders and 
project sponsors need to be more involved in a project than just spending a 
few minutes a month reading a status report. If they do not feel they are 
getting the information they need, they can always pick up the phone (or 
even talk face to face) to get more information from the project manager. 
But project managers need to make life easier for them. Project managers 
must come to terms with the fact that communicating status is one of their 
fundamental responsibilities. Communicating status is a way to manage 
expectations, and to keep everyone informed on how the project is 
progressing. Your managers and stakeholders have many priorities they are 
working on at any given time. The status report is one of the ways they can 
keep an eye on your project and know if they need to become more engaged. 

The bottom line is the project manager must prepare the status report 
to meet the needs of the reader and not to see how few words can be 
included. The reader does not want to know all of the details of your project, 
so don’t include them. The reader also does not want to read about how 
smoothly the project is progressing, if, in fact, there are problems. A good 
status report should include 

Project recap: This is usually in the form of a short opening 
paragraph that gives an overall summary of how the project is  

• 
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progressing. Sometimes, this recap is designed as a series of 
standard questions such as, Will the project be completed within 
its deadline date? and, Are issues being addressed and resolved 
in a timely manner? These types of opening questions provide a 
quick indication to the reader of whether there are problems with 
the project. If everything is going well, no further explanation is 
required. However, if there are problems, or if there are 
significant variations the reader should know about, they should 
be described next. For instance, if major scope change requests 
were approved, they should be noted here. If the project is behind 
schedule, this should be noted, as well as what is being done to 
get back on schedule. This recap section may be the most 
important, since it provides the overview of the project. You 
want your readers to read the entire status report. However, if 
they only read the recap section, they should still understand the 
overall status of the project. It is very common to include an 
overall color indicator that recaps the overall status. Green would 
indicate everything is fine. Yellow would point out that caution 
is required and that the project is at risk of missing its deadline or 
budget. A red indicator would mean that the project is already in 
trouble and will miss its budget, deadline, or both. 

Major accomplishments: This section provides insight into the 
significant work accomplishments from the prior reporting 
period. This is where the project manager must be careful to 
communicate in a manner the reader will understand. This 
section cannot be too technical, nor should it be so high level the 
reader has no perspective on what the accomplishments mean. 

• 

• 

• 

Major work planned for next period: This is similar to the prior 
section, but it gives the reader a sense for the work coming up. 
Again, put this in a perspective the reader will understand. 

Other information: Other information important to the 
organization may be included here—for example, this could be 
other sections or attachments, such as budget reports, a Scope 
Change Log, or an Issues Log. It is not easy to come up with the 
right combination of information that would be of interest to all 
readers. In fact, you may need a detailed status report for the 
stakeholders interested in your project, and then a higher-level 
summary status report for more senior managers interested in the 
project, but who don’t have enough perspective and context to 
understand the details. 
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The bottom line is project managers should take pride in their status 
reports and try to provide relevant and clear information to their readers. If 
your readers are not clear on how the project is progressing, you have not 
done an effective enough job. 
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Lauren Carter was a tall woman who had made a big name for herself 
locally playing basketball. She still ranked in the top ten for most career 
points in Illinois high school girls basketball history, and was one of the 
state leaders for most rebounds. She played high school ball in Dickens for 
Thomas Jefferson High School before moving on to college ball at the 
University of Illinois. She graduated with a degree in business and played a 
little professional basketball. However, the women’s side of the sport was 
not as popular back then as it is today, and she ended up utilizing her 
business degree instead of her basketball skills in the workforce. She was a 
good project manager who gained a lot of respect at Mega Manufacturing 
from her peers. She called me Wednesday morning and asked to meet me 
that same day. When I met with her, it was clear right away a problem had 
developed. 

Lauren was managing a project to make all the hard-copy reports 
supporting the factory floor available through the Web. The project was 
maybe two-thirds complete. 

“Sounds like there’s a problem with your project, Lauren. What’s 
the latest?” I asked. 

“Yes, we’ve got a big problem,” she said, taking a deep breath. “We 
have been using the beta release of a Web reporting tool and it has worked 
pretty well. However, the vendor announced this morning they have been 
purchased by one of their competitors. The vendor is no longer sure they 
will bring this reporting tool to market, since the company purchasing them 
has a very similar product. This has really thrown a monkey wrench into 
our plans, and there is no question it will affect our project end dates. First, 
we will have to decide on a new tool and then retest everything. I wanted to 
talk to you about some ideas we have to resolve this. Each potential solution 
has some positives and negatives.” 

 “I’m glad you at least have a couple of options for resolving the 
tool problem,” I said. “Didn’t you have a chance to see this possible 
outcome occurring?” 
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“When we started the project, we looked at the risk of using this 
vendor,” Lauren replied, shaking her head. “However, the risk seemed low 
at the time. They have a good product and they were financially sound. So, 
we made an assumption they were going to work out okay. We did not see a 
need to include them in our risk management plan.” 

“Well,” I said. “I’m sure that was the case when you started the 
project. But there has been some recent press about these two companies 
talking.” 

“Really,” Lauren leaned back, a little surprised. “I guess we have 
not been keeping up on current events like we should.” 

A risk assessment is one of the key project management processes 
performed in the initial project definition. The assessment includes the 
following steps: 

1. Identify project risks. This includes understanding the risks 
inherent in any project with characteristics like yours, as well 
as brainstorming potential risks unique to your project.  

2. Assign a risk level to each identified risk. The risk level should 
be high, medium, or low, depending on the severity of impact 
and the probability of the event occurring. For instance, a 
highly likely, high-impact event is obviously a high risk. On 
the other hand, a low-impact project risk that is likely to occur 
would be classified as a low risk. 

3. Create a response plan for each high-risk event. The response 
plan for each risk should include the activities to manage the 
risk, with people assigned and completion dates. Remember, 
there are five major responses to a risk—leave it, monitor it, 
avoid it, move it to a third party, or mitigate it. 

4. Evaluate the medium-risk events. Each of the medium risks 
should be evaluated to see if a response plan is needed. If the 
impact is severe enough, you probably want to create a 
response plan for them as well. 

5. Look at any low-risk items and see whether they should be 
listed as assumptions. In this way, you recognize there is 
potential for problems, but because the risk is low, you are 
assuming the condition will not occur. 

6. Move the activities associated with the risk response plans to 
the project workplan. Moving the activities to the workplan 
should help guarantee the work is actually completed and 
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ensures that the workplan is the primary focus for all work 
planning and monitoring. 

Lauren and her team did a good job on the initial risk assessment. 

However, they did not do well on the remaining two follow-up 
activities: 

7. Monitor the risk response plan. Lauren needs to monitor the 
risk response plans to ensure they are being executed 
successfully. New activities should be added if it looks like the 
risk is not being managed successfully. 

8. Periodically reevaluate risks. The risk assessment process 
needs to be repeated periodically throughout the project based 
on current circumstances. New risks may arise as the project is 
unfolding and some risks that were not identified earlier may 
become visible at a later date. This is also the time to validate 
the severity of known risk events. In addition, previously 
identified risk events may still be valid, but the likelihood or 
severity of the risk may have changed. This ongoing risk 
evaluation should be performed on a regular basis, say 
monthly, or at the completion of major milestones. 

Lauren, like many other project managers, performed the initial risk 
assessment, but she did not perform the follow-up and ongoing risk 
management processes. Just as the workplan needs to be updated on an 
ongoing basis, so the risk plan needs to be double-checked as well 
throughout the project. 

Lauren’s team initially identified a risk with the software maker, but 
they felt the risk was low. Therefore, they assigned it to the level of an 
assumption. That was fine at first, but Lauren and her team did not go back 
and periodically update the risk plan. If they had reevaluated the plan, they 
would have looked at this low-level vendor risk. Had they reassessed the 
risk, there is also a good likelihood they would have seen the vendor was in 
acquisition talks. This knowledge would have allowed them to raise the risk 
level and focus some energy on looking at alternatives and contingencies. 

If Lauren had upgraded this potential event from an assumption to a 
risk, the team would have had some time to deal with the situation. Of 
course, it does not mean the acquisition was more or less likely to occur. 
However, they could have considered alternatives, such as beginning to test 
the software of the acquiring company, or other software packages. 

Now that the event has occurred, the situation is classified as an 
issue, and issues management techniques are utilized. The team may 
identify the same options for resolution as if they had done a risk plan 
earlier. However, if they had utilized a risk plan, they would have had time 
to prepare a plan of attack in case the event occurred. At this point, all they 
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can be is reactive, and any resolution will probably have an impact on the 
timing of the project. 
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The weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas are traditionally slow times 
of the year at Mega Manufacturing. Many people take vacation time at the 
end of the year, and even if they don’t, I find most people are ready for the 
Christmas break about two weeks before it arrives. As such, they very rarely 
schedule any new projects to start during this time frame, and if a project is 
near completion, every effort is made to wrap it up before the holidays. 

When I arrived at my office on Monday morning following the 
Thanksgiving break, I was surprised to find a voicemail message from Sally 
White. Sally and I had been e-mailing back and forth about her team’s 
project to enhance one of our purchasing systems. When we spoke last, Sally 
was trying to implement some structured project management processes to 
ensure this effort did not become any larger. I decided to swing by her office 
after grabbing a cup of coffee. 

Sally was in her mid-30s and happily single. She had light brown 
hair and hazel eyes and was an avid reader. She had three bookcases in her 
office, and they were all full to the point of overflowing. 

“Tom, I have some good news today,” Sally began with a smile as I 
walked into her office. “We were able to formally gain agreement on the 
business requirements for this work. I think the problems I e-mailed you 
about regarding scope change are all in the past.” 

“That’s good news,” I replied, also with a smile. “As I said in one of 
my replies, you cannot manage scope effectively if you have not defined the 
scope to begin with.” 

We talked some more about the requirements. Sally was able to gain 
agreement on a minimum set of requirements from the manufacturing client.  
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During the discussions, however, Sally uncovered other features that the 
client wanted. These were not included in the project for the sake of getting 
the initial work completed and implemented. 

“When does it look like you will be completed?” I asked. 

“We have some more good news on that front,” Sally said excitedly. 
“We initially told the client it would take an additional six weeks to 
complete the work. But, when we got into the initial programming, we 
discovered some of the work was not nearly as complex as we first feared. 
We have about two weeks less work than we thought.” 

“Great news!” I agreed. “I’m sure your client will be happy to 
implement this work earlier.” 

“Well, that is one option,” Sally countered. “However, remember we 
uncovered a number of additional features the client wanted, but did not 
include in this enhancement. Now that we have some extra time, we can 
include this additional work as well. I think the client will be very happy 
when they see the extra features we will be able to implement, and still 
deliver within the deadline they have already agreed to.” 

“Has your client approved the extra features?” I asked. 

Sally looked a little puzzled. “Well, we did not ask them officially. 
We thought it would be a nice surprise if we delivered the extra features. We 
know they wanted them initially.” 

On the surface, this sounded great. But, I knew from experience and 
training this was not the right way to go. Sally was about to get into a case 
of goldplating. 

 
In general, project managers should always strive to set expectations 
carefully and then to meet those expectations. Setting expectations is one of 
the reasons we ask the sponsor and key stakeholders to approve the Project 
Definition and the business requirements. If the project manager can then 
deliver within those expectations, the project is typically considered a 
success. However, like Sally, you may also have heard it is good to under-
promise and over-deliver. Let’s first look at what it means to underpromise, 
since there is a good way and a bad way to do this. 
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The project manager has some options when setting expectations. In 
general, you can estimate work based on one of three scenarios—worst case, 
most likely, and best case. The worst-case option means you assume 
everything will go wrong. Work will take longer than you expect, issues will 
come up, potential risks will occur, etc. If you give your client an estimate 
based on the worst-case scenario, you are not under-promising. You are 
sandbagging, which means you are purposely setting very low expectations 
you know you can exceed. Sandbagging is not good because you are not 
presenting reasonable and accurate information to the client, and therefore 
the client does not have the right facts available to make the best business 
decision. 

The best-case scenario is just the opposite. If you present the best 
case, you are assuming everything will go according to plan and everything 
will work great the first time. This is also not a good estimate to present to 
the client, for the same reason that worst-case numbers are not good. The 
client cannot make the best business decisions if the project estimates are 
skewed one way or another. 

You could present the client three estimates—worst case, best case, 
and most likely. That would give them valid numbers within the proper 
context. However, if you are only going to provide one estimate (which is 
usually the case), you want to provide the estimate that you feel is most 
likely to occur. 

With that in mind, let’s look back at Sally’s desire to under-promise 
and over-deliver. She has set reasonable expectations and now is able to 
exceed those expectations. Won’t the client be happy because Sally is able 
to deliver more than they have requested? 

Even though it might appear to be a good thing, this is actually not 
good practice. The term goldplating refers to the act of delivering more than 
the client has requested. It is wrong for two reasons. First, the primary focus 
of the project should be to make sure you deliver what the client wants, on 
time and within budget. By adding additional work, the risk increases that 
the project will actually miss its deadline. If Sally’s misses her deadline 
date, no one will want to hear that the date was missed because Sally added 
additional work to the project that the client did not ask for. 

Second, Sally is taking it upon herself to make a business decision 
on what is of most value to the client. There may be some good reasons why 
the additional features were not included in her initial project scope. They 
may, in fact, have had marginal value for the client. There may be more 
value in having the solution implemented two weeks earlier. The point is 
this is a client decision and not one the IT project manager should make. 
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The bottom line is you should meet your commitments. It is also a 
good practice to under-promise and over-deliver. However, the overdeliver 
part of the equation needs to apply to delivering earlier or for less cost than 
was anticipated. It should not include delivering more requirements than 
were asked for. If you can deliver earlier or for less cost, let the client make 
the decision on what to do with his or her good fortune. 
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Several people in my section of the office were taking vacation time in 
December, and I was amazed at how quiet the hallways and corridors were 
with fewer people around. I could actually hear the Christmas music coming 
from Leon Hart’s office, and he worked about six doors down from me. I 
decided I would visit some project managers in their offices so I could 
escape the noise. 

My first opportunity to talk to someone came when I met with Marc 
Reynolds to discuss his project to build a customized time reporting 
application for all IT contractors. Marc was an older man, probably in his 
late 50s, and did not ask for help on his projects. In fact, the only reason we 
were meeting was because his boss had called me and asked me to check in 
on him. Apparently, Marc’s project had encountered some trouble about a 
month ago, but the team had been able to solve it and get back on schedule 
—at least up until two weeks ago. Now they were falling behind again. 

“We are getting over the hump,” Marc said in response to my 
question about his project status. “But as we are getting to the end of the 
project, I’m asking the team to do quite a bit of multitasking. As a result, 
some team members are having difficulty completing their assignments on 
time.” 

“It’s not uncommon to have a rash of work to complete at the end of 
the project,” I agreed. “This is the time where discipline and time 
management skills are so valuable. Tell me more about why the work is 
falling behind. Does everyone know what’s expected of them?” 

“I sure hope so!” Marc exclaimed. “I’ve tried to make it simple by 
dividing the group into two subteams. Each subteam is responsible for about 
half the remaining work.” 

“That sounds reasonable,” I replied. “What does your team say 
about missing their deadlines now that the project is so close to 
completion?” 
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 “That’s one of the frustrating side effects of having two subteams. 
I’m trying to give the teams maximum flexibility to complete their assigned 
work in whatever way makes the most sense. However, since I am assigning 
work to a team, I don’t really know who to hold accountable when deadline 
dates are missed.” 

I could start to see a problem. “Marc,” I said, “you may have taken 
the team concept a little too far. Although the work is given to a team, you 
still need to assign someone to be responsible for each activity. When people 
are working on multiple activities at the same time, it is especially important 
to have someone accountable for each activity.” 

 
On a perfect team, all members would understand what is expected of them, 
and the members would all hold themselves accountable for meeting the 
expectations. There are actually some teams like this. These mature teams 
are sometimes called high-performing teams. Typically, work is assigned to 
the team and the team figures out how to do it. No project manager or team 
leader is needed. However, it normally takes several years for teams to reach 
that high-performing state. 

In the real world, almost all teams fall short of this idealistic goal. 
When normal teams are asked to suddenly take on some of the traits of a 
high performing team, they can struggle. Sometimes the struggle can lead 
them to a higher level of performance more quickly. In most cases, however, 
a team presented with this situation will descend into confusion and chaos. 

People don’t always understand what is expected of them when they 
are left to work without proper guidance. In many cases, they 
overemphasize certain activities to the detriment of others. If there are 
problems, no one steps up to deal with them. In the worst case, anarchy 
breaks out as people thrash around amongst various activities, without the 
focus needed to complete any of them on time. One of the purposes of 
having a project manager is to provide that central focus for leading and 
managing people on the project. On many projects, the project manager is 
the only person who maintains enough overall perspective to make the right 
decisions in terms of priorities and resource requirements. 

Just as a project needs one project manager, so each activity needs to 
have one person assigned to the responsibility and accountability for 
completing the work on time. If only one person is assigned to the work, the 
responsibility naturally falls on him or her. When activities are assigned to 
multiple members, one person still needs to be responsible for ensuring the 
work gets done. This one person is responsible for providing status, 
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escalating issues, and making scope change requests, and is accountable 
when work is not completed on time. 

Marc has reorganized his project team into two subteams that he 
feels reflects the two major components of remaining work. He has 
restructured the team in a creative attempt to complete the remaining work 
as efficiently as possible. He feels if each team focuses on one of the two 
remaining areas of work, they could complete the work much faster. 

His idea may be a good one, but there is a problem with one aspect 
of how the teams were implemented. He has opened the door to a potential 
loss of focus by not assigning one person to be responsible for each 
remaining activity. Since each team has a number of activities assigned to it, 
team members are working on more than one thing. This multitasking has 
left a vacuum in terms of responsibility. When work is trending late, there is 
no one with the authority or with the responsibility to prioritize the work to 
ensure that it is completed as efficiently as is possible. If problems arise, it is 
not clear who is responsible for resolving them. Each team member is 
assigned to other activities, so there is a tendency to work where there are no 
problems, and let the problem areas languish. This would not happen on a 
mature, high-performing team, but Marc’s subteams are not at that level yet. 

Marc is not going to develop a high-performing team overnight. So, 
his short-term solution is to make sure every activity has a responsible 
person assigned to it. This does not have to be the same person. He can 
assign each of the members of a subteam to be responsible for specific 
activities. 

In this way, each activity has one person who is responsible for 
making sure that it is completed on time. If problems arise, each responsible 
person will have the responsibility for resolving them, or bringing them to 
Marc’s attention. If they are not getting the necessary time from other team 
members, they can raise a concern to Marc. They have an interest in making 
sure the activity is completed successfully. 

So it is with all workplans. If multiple people are assigned to one 
activity, the project manager must be clear on who has the overall 
responsibility for completion. 
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A week before the Christmas holiday, I paid a visit to Lauren Carter, the 
project manager responsible for moving the old shop floor batch reports to 
the Web. When I last met with her, she was only a couple weeks away from 
finishing the project. It had now been six weeks, and she was still four weeks 
away from finishing. I again took advantage of the opportunity to leave my 
part of the building, and paid a visit to Lauren in her office. I also liked 
going to her office because she had a large display of sports memorabilia. 
She had several basketballs from her high school days, commemorating the 
records she had broken, but she also had several autographed balls and 
jerseys. My favorite was a pair of sneakers autographed by Michael Jordan. 

“What’s going on Lauren?” I asked from outside her office. 

“Come on in, Tom. Not much happening here, just trying to get this 
project finished.” 

“It seems to be going on much longer than you had anticipated, yet I 
don’t see or hear any indication that you are behind schedule.” 

“There have been a number of scope changes requiring us to push 
the end date out,” Lauren said. “However, you will be glad to know I am 
invoking scope change management. Our sponsor approves each change, so 
we have been getting extra funding and extensions on our deadline.” 

“That explains why no one is complaining,” I noted. “What types of 
change requests are you receiving?” 

“They are mostly for additional features and functions, and small 
changes to our current deliverables,” Lauren said, yawning. “That’s one 
reason why we have been able to accommodate most of them successfully. 
They don’t require a lot of work from our team.” 

“What does the future look like?” I asked. “Are you going to be able 
to complete the project by the end of January?” 

 “It’s not clear,” Lauren replied a bit apprehensively. “Most of the 
shop floor supervisors have never had extensive Web experience. Now that 
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they are getting more familiar with the technology, they are finding more 
and more things they want to incorporate.” 

“That’s not entirely good,” I said with some concern. “Projects are 
temporary endeavors to produce a set of deliverables. They need to end at 
some point. I’m afraid you may be in a position where your project goes on 
and on, with minor changes bringing only incremental and marginal 
business value.” 

“You are right,” Lauren agreed. “In fact, I think the team is starting 
to lose focus and energy. I have some concerns that we are getting a little 
sloppy in our testing and we may end up missing something.” 

“Let’s talk with your sponsor about bringing the project to a close,” 
I suggested. “This doesn’t mean that your clients will not have the chance to 
make additional changes. If there is business value in additional 
modifications, let’s consider them to be enhancements after the project goes 
live.” 

 
On most projects, the project sponsor and project team are focused on 
completing the original work within the agreed budget and deadline. If 
anything, the team struggles, trying to get all the work done by the deadline. 
In fact, there are many times when the deadline date may slip a few days so 
that work is not rushed too fast, causing future implementation problems. 

If the project is important enough, you typically don’t have time to 
wander. If you miss a deadline, your manager and client start to get nervous 
and put pressure on the team to complete the work. The team may start to 
work overtime or new people may be assigned.  

There are also some projects that have no focused end date. They 
may have an initial target end date, but there is no business driver for the 
date. It is simply the date on the schedule when the project should be 
completed. If there is no business driver for the end date, the project 
deadline is more likely to slip. The deadline date may get pushed out when 
scope change requests get approved. At other times, the team may not be 
able to get the work done by the original end date and the deadline gets 
pushed out. 

Whenever the deadline date gets extended, it is important for the 
project manager to refocus the team on the new date. Having a focused end 
date gives team members a sense of urgency and purpose and helps them to 
understand the importance of completing their work on time within the 
context of getting the entire project done on time. 
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A problem arises, however, when the deadline date changes 
repeatedly. This can be caused by teams missing their first target date and 
then missing their revised target date and so on in what seems to be a never-
ending cycle of work. This is a very bad situation from the standpoint of 
team morale and credibility. That is why it is important to make sure your 
deadline dates represent your best and most likely estimates. If you miss one 
deadline date, you don’t want to miss a second deadline date because your 
revised estimates were based on a best-case scenario. 

Another reason that deadline dates slip repeatedly is because of an 
ongoing set of scope changes. These projects also don’t have a firm 
business-driven deadline. The sponsor still wants the work completed, but 
they are flexible on when it happens. 

Lauren’s project is a great example of this. Her sponsor is lax, and is 
approving major and minor scope change requests on an ongoing basis, even 
at the end of the project. This is not scope creep, since the project manager 
and sponsor are actively managing and approving the changes. However, 
her sponsor is also introducing risk. There is a growing risk that striving for 
the perfect solution will cause the team to get careless and unfocused, which 
could mean lower quality and more problems down the road. The attitude of 
the team starts to be that the project will finish when it finishes—whenever 
that is. 

At this point, the best for approach for Lauren is to work with the 
sponsor to freeze all changes. This allows the team to focus on final testing 
and implementation. New requirements are still permitted, but the team will 
place them on a prioritized backlog list. This list will be reviewed after the 
application goes live and is stable. Changes will then be considered 
application enhancements. They can be worked on by the support 
organization, or perhaps by planning a new phase II project. However, this 
first project needs to be wrapped up before the lack of focus leads to new 
problems. 
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My last meeting of the year was with Heather Cruise. Heather pulled 

me aside at the annual Christmas lunch, and asked if she could see me 
sometime before the break. She and I agreed to talk in a few days, and today 
was as good a day as any. I agreed to meet at her convenience and we set 
up a time for the afternoon. 

Heather was assigned to a project for the Finance Division when the 
previous project manager resigned. The project was already experiencing 
some problems, which was probably a factor in the previous project 
manager leaving the country. It was a tough spot for Heather, but she had 
done an admirable job in bringing the project to completion. Although the 
solution was finally implemented, there was still some question as to 
whether the project was successful or not. I attended the project conclusion 
meeting and I could tell it did not go as Heather had expected. She came 
prepared with a set of metrics to show her team was somewhat successful on 
the project, but the business client did not accept her metrics at face value. 

“Heather, it appears there was a difference of opinion on whether 
the project was successful or not,” I began. “I first wanted to compliment 
you. You attempted to initiate a fact-based discussion to show the state of 
the project. Why do you think it didn’t work out the way you planned?” 

“There was a lot of emotion built up over the course of the project,” 
Heather replied in a serious tone, her eyes widening. “I came into the 
project late and didn’t realize the level of dissatisfaction some of the clients 
felt with the previous project manager. Since there was so much emotion 
involved, I tried to bring the discussion around to some fact-based metrics.” 

“It sounded like the client was challenging the validity of some of 
your numbers and whether they were relevant,” I noted. “For instance, you 
said the project completed on schedule, but the client said the solution was 
implemented without adequate testing.” 
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 “That may or may not be the case,” Heather countered defensively, 
shaking her head back and forth. “We all agreed we would implement on 
the revised deadline date and fix any problems on an ongoing basis. Having 
agreed to that decision, I don’t know how they can complain about the 
project being late.” 

“Yes, but the client said they were pushed into that decision because 
they could not afford to miss this monthly financial close cycle,” I noted. 

Heather was about to respond, but I realized the current line of 
reasoning was not going anywhere. Nor should it, since it was not the 
general lesson I was trying to teach. 

“Heather, let me stop you for a minute. You have the right idea 
about the importance of project metrics. If you measure the right 
characteristics of your project, you will be in a much better position to 
improve your processes during the project, and have a fact-based discussion 
about overall project success or failure. But your metrics seemed to be 
designed to show the project team in a more favorable light. You also 
missed a very important part of project success metrics—you must gain 
agreement with your client ahead of time.” 

 
It has been said there are facts, lies, and then there are statistics. Statistics, or 
metrics, can be gathered on myriad combinations of project team and 
deliverable characteristics. For instance, you can collect metrics on the 
height of team members, the number of reporting errors, the daily high 
temperature in Dickens, and the cost of a project. Although there are dozens 
(or hundreds) of metrics you can gather, some of them are obviously more 
relevant and significant to the project than others. 

One of the purposes of metrics is to objectively determine how 
successful a project was. However, the project manager cannot pick an 
arbitrary set of metrics to indicate success. It is the client, and specifically 
the sponsor, who ultimately determines project success. You could just ask 
the sponsor if the project was a success or not. However, gathering metrics 
gives you a more objective way to measure success rather than just relying 
on the perception (or the whim) of the sponsor. 
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One of the purposes of gaining agreement on the initial Project 
Definition is that it provides a set of deliverables upon which success or 
failure can be measured. The project manager should be aware of these 
when gathering metrics during the project. Delivering the agreed upon 
deliverables could be the starting point for a set of project success metrics. 

Heather understood that metrics were important to try to show 
project success. She realized that without more facts, the client was going to 
conclude the project was a disaster. However, she failed to do two important 
things. First, she failed to get an agreement with the sponsor on the 
significance and the interpretation of the metrics she chose. Second, she did 
not make sure the metrics were balanced and broad enough to represent the 
reality of the project experience. Since there was a disagreement on the 
metrics gathered and what they meant, Heather was challenged right away. 

Heather’s business client was not happy with the way the project was 
run and was not happy with the system that was implemented. So, not 
surprisingly, they didn’t agree with metrics saying the project was a success 
or a partial success. Heather’s metrics seemed to be a narrow set attempting 
to show the results in as favorable a light as possible. 

Heather would have been better off proposing a wider range of 
metrics to her client. These would have included 

Actual costs expended compared to the budget • 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Actual delivery date compared to the original deadline 

Quantitative metrics describing the solution’s performance, 
including response time and defects 

Qualitative metrics describing client satisfaction with the 
solution, including ease of use, look and feel, etc. 

Survey feedback describing the client’s satisfaction with how the 
project team performed, including how quickly the team 
responded to problems, how well they communicated, how well 
they partnered, etc. 

Heather should have made sure there was an agreement with the 
sponsor on the metrics to collect and how to interpret the results. Normally 
this is done at the beginning of the project. However, since Heather came to 
the project late, she should have gained agreement when she first came on 
board. Then her team could have focused on the proper success factors, and, 
when the project ended, she could have collected the metrics and have the 
fact-based discussion she was hoping for. Since she would need to take 
client satisfaction into account, the final results were still not going to be  

182 



pretty. However, a good set of metrics does give everyone the right facts 
with which to have a discussion about what went right and what could be 
improved. If you have an unapproved, arbitrary, and skewed set of metrics, 
you are not going to get anywhere in a discussion. 
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YEAR-END RECAP 
I have enjoyed my job over the past year, and I hope I was able to 

provide value to the project managers in the IT Division. The preceding 
stories represent only a fraction of the meetings and coaching sessions I 
participated in during the year. I have tried to pick out stories that highlight 
the most valuable project management lessons. Of course, there are many 
others as well. 

The year had not only been fun, but it had been professionally 
rewarding for two reasons. First, I had been able to see project managers 
learn and grow. My work allowed me to meet all sorts of project managers. 
Many were already skilled in the project management discipline, while 
others had never before received formal training or coaching, and didn’t 
really know what it meant to manage a project. These were people like Jerry 
Ackerman. 

Of course, the majority of project managers were in between. People 
like Lindsay, Sean, and Ashley. They came from various organizations, but 
all had some project management skills—even a little training. However, 
they managed projects by being well organized, with a sense for how to 
organize and manage the work, rather than by utilizing specific project 
management methodologies. 

Second, my work this year has set the stage for the real project 
management deployment initiative scheduled to begin next year. Our CIO 
feels there is much more value to be gained by managing projects more 
efficiently and consistently. I don’t think we are doing a bad job today of 
managing projects. In fact, probably the majority of our projects have been 
completed more or less within expectations. However, can those 
expectations be raised? Probably so. 

The way to implement project management processes in a large 
organization is through a focused Project Management Office (PMO). Mega 
Manufacturing realized this as well. Our CIO wanted to start a major 
initiative this year to build a PMO and then use the PMO to deploy a 
common set of project management processes, templates, best practices, 
etc., across the organization. However, budget tightening and a number of 
other business initiatives forced this broader initiative to be postponed for a 
year. 

My position was funded as a temporary measure to start to prepare 
project managers for this larger initiative. My role as a project management 
advisor is one part of this broader PMO-focused project. However, there is 
much more. We need to build and staff a PMO, and then use the PMO to 
acquire/build a common project management methodology, provide a 
common level of training, and build a set of common project management 
templates. We then need to embark down the long road of ensuring the new 
processes stick. This type of effort is a culture change initiative. It forces 
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changes in how people do their jobs. The initiative requires staying power 
and strong executive sponsorship. 

The CIO’s plan for establishing the Project Management Office has 
been approved. The project is being funded as a three-year initiative, after 
which the PMO will move from deployment mode to the long-term support 
and care of the project management process. It promises to be challenging—
culture change always is. However, I hope the work I have done this year 
has set the stage for this broader initiative in the years ahead. If we are 
successful, a new project driven culture will emerge, allowing all project 
managers to successfully deliver projects faster, with higher quality, and at 
less cost than we do today. 

Wish us luck in this initiative (perhaps this initiative would make for 
a good book in the future). 
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This ebook includes access to 25 project management templates, described 
in the following table, that cover various project management steps from the 
TenStep Project Management Process (http://www.tenstep.com). These are 
templates you can use on your project. They can be utilized as is, or 
modified to meet the particular needs of your organization or your project.  

The following templates can be accessed at 
www.TenStep.com/lessonsforpm.htm  

Essential Project Management Templates 
Project 
Management Step 

Template Description 

Step 1  
Define the Work  

 

Project Definition (Large projects) The full Project Definition 
defines large work efforts. This template is 
used to ensure the work is defined adequately 
and is properly approved. This document also 
serves to set expectations with the business 
client regarding the work requested. The 
sections in the document include Project 
Executive Summary, Project Overview, Project 
Objectives, Project Scope, Project Estimated 
Effort/Cost/Duration, Project Assumptions, 
Project Risks, Project Approach, Project 
Organization, Project Approvals. 

 Abbreviated 
Project Definition 

(Medium-sized projects) The Abbreviated 
Project Definition defines medium-sized work 
efforts. This template is used to ensure the 
work is defined at the appropriate level and is 
properly approved before work begins. The 
definition process is not as extensive as the full 
Project Definition, given the work effort is not 
nearly as large. This document also serves to 
set expectations with the business client 
regarding the work requested. The sections in 
the document include Project Overview, 
Scope, Project Estimated Effort/Cost/Duration, 
Project Assumptions, Project Risks, Project 
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Project 
Management Step 

Template Description 

Approvals. 

 Service Request (Small projects) The Service Request defines 
small work efforts. This template is used to 
ensure the work is defined adequately and 
properly approved. Because the work effort is 
small, the level of definition required is much 
less rigorous than what is specified in the 
Abbreviated Project Definition (medium-sized 
projects) or a full Project Definition (large 
projects). Although the information required 
on the Service Request is not extensive, the 
document still serves to set expectations with 
the business client regarding the work 
requested. 

 Project 
Management 
Procedures 

The Project Management Procedures describe 
how the project will be managed, and are an 
effective way to communicate the processes to 
the project team, customers, and stakeholders. 
They should be customized as appropriate for 
your project, your team, and your organization. 
In most cases, the processes should be 
simplified for smaller projects. 

Step 3  
Manage the 
Workplan 

Action Item Log The Action Item Log contains a summary of 
all the action items that come up during the life 
of the project. Action items typically arise as 
follow-up work from meetings or from 
activities needing more work. This log is used 
to keep track of the action items, the person 
responsible, and the deadline date. An 
alternative to this Action Item Log is to add all 
action items as activities to the project 
workplan. 

Step 4  
Manage Issues 

Issues Log The Issues Log contains a summary of all open 
and closed issues. Use it to view open issues 
and make sure a resolution is proceeding. The 
log should contain enough information to 
ensure issues are not overlooked, but should 
not be so detailed that scanning becomes 
difficult.  

 Issue Submission 
Form 

Larger projects need more rigor and structure 
in how issues are raised and managed. The 
Issue Submission Form is used to capture, 
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Project 
Management Step 

Template Description 

screen, prioritize, and evaluate issues. Each 
form should describe one specific issue. 

Step 5  
Manage Scope 

Scope Change 
Log 

The Scope Change Log contains a summary of 
all pending, open, and closed scope change 
requests. Use it to track all scope change 
requests, and to ensure the scope change 
resolution process is proceeding. The log 
should contain enough information to ensure 
scope changes are not overlooked, but should 
not be so detailed that scanning them becomes 
difficult.  

 Scope Change 
Request Form 

Larger projects need more rigor and structure 
in how they raise and manage scope change 
requests. The Scope Change Request Form is 
used to capture, assign, prioritize, and evaluate 
scope changes. Each form should describe one 
specific scope change request.  

Step 6  
Manage 
Communication 

Individual Status 
Report 

The Individual Status Report is used by project 
team members to communicate regularly and 
formally with their project managers, 
informing them of the current status of the 
project and managing future expectations. The 
project manager should be talking to the team 
on an ongoing basis, but this report allows for 
a formal, documented communication of 
progress.  

 Project Status 
Report 

Project managers should communicate 
regularly to stakeholders, informing them of 
the current status of the project and managing 
future expectations. The Project Status Report, 
along with status meetings and other proactive 
communication, should ensure there are no 
surprises.  

 Project Status 
Report 
(Summary) 

Project managers should communicate 
regularly to stakeholders, informing them of 
the current status of the project and managing 
future expectations. This Project Status Report 
is designed to provide a higher-level summary 
of a number of projects. This might be a format 
more appropriate for a roll-up report sent to the 
CIO.  
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Project 
Management Step 

Template Description 

 Communication 
Plan 

Proactive communication is important on all 
projects. However, communication gets much 
more complex the larger a project gets and the 
more people involved. Larger projects require 
planned communication, taking into account 
the particular needs of the people involved. 
The Communication Plan allows you to plan 
for how to communicate most efficiently and 
effectively to the various constituents.  

 Milestone 
Summary Report 

The Milestone Summary Report is completed 
at the end of every major milestone. This 
report provides an opportunity to share the 
progress of the project and validate everything 
is in position to continue. The format of the 
report is more like a memo, since the target 
audience is management stakeholders.  

 Project Kickoff 
Meeting Agenda 

This template shows the agenda for a kickoff 
meeting. A kickoff meeting is used to gather 
all the stakeholders together and to formally 
announce the project has started.  

Step 7  
Manage Risk 

Inherent Project 
Risk Factors 
Checklist 

This template is used to determine whether 
there are inherent risks on your project, based 
on its general characteristics. For instance, a 
project estimated to take 10,000 effort hours is 
inherently more risky than one that takes 1,000 
effort hours. The results should be used as 
guidelines, since other factors may lower or 
raise the risk level. For instance, the higher risk 
inherent in a larger project may be reduced 
with an experienced project manager.  

Step 8  
Manage 
Documents 

Version Tracking 
Page 

This template is used to keep track of 
important documents that will be updated a 
number of times during its lifetime. The 
original document creation is called version 
1.0. After that, subsequent updates can be 2.0, 
3.0, etc. Incremental versions can be 1.1, 1.2, 
1.3, etc. When you want to use version control 
on a document, insert this page toward the 
beginning of the document (say, after the cover 
page), or at the very end. 

Step 9  Quality Plan The Quality Plan is done during the definition 
step to ensure major deliverables are completed 
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Project 
Management Step 

Template Description 

Manage Quality with an acceptable level of quality. There are 
three sections: Completeness and Correctness 
Criteria (see the next entry), Quality Assurance 
Activities, and Quality Control Activities. 

 Completeness and 
Correctness 
Criteria 

The purpose of the Completeness and 
Correctness template is to work with the 
customer up front to define when a deliverable 
is complete and correct. If you define the 
criteria and expectations up front, you will be 
better able to meet the customer’s expectations. 
In other words, there should be no surprises. 
This document can be created as a stand-alone 
deliverable, or this information can be included 
in the Quality Plan (see the preceding entry).  

 Project 
Assessment 
Summary 

The purpose of this template is to summarize 
how a project is performing. It represents a 
quick audit that provides a snapshot of how 
well a project is being managed. Project 
managers can use this form to assess their own 
project performance. However, it is more likely 
a third party will be asked to do the 
assessment. The assessment looks at where the 
project is in its life cycle, and whether the 
project manager is successfully managing 
scope, risk, issues, communication, etc.  

 End-of-Project 
Assessment 

At the end of every project, the team should 
meet with the key customers and stakeholders. 
The objective of the meeting is to gain a 
consensus on what went right and wrong, so 
the good things are done again and the wrong 
things are avoided. After the meeting, this 
information should be documented and 
circulated so others have an opportunity to 
learn from the experience. If the organization 
captures this learning, it should be submitted to 
the appropriate repository.  

 Quality 
Assurance 
Checklist for 
Outsourced 
Projects 

If you outsource a project to a third-party 
company, you also outsource the day-to- day 
project management responsibilities. However, 
your company still needs to have a level of 
involvement to validate the outsourcer will 
deliver within your expectations. This Quality 
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Project 
Management Step 

Template Description 

Assurance Checklist for Outsourced Projects 
contains criteria necessary to verify the up-
front agreements include the information 
necessary to subsequently manage the 
relationship. It also verifies the project is 
proceeding on track and that you know about 
any deviations from plan, and the project 
concludes as you expect based on the Project 
Definition and contract.  

Step 10  
Manage Metrics 

Project 
Scorecard 

Large projects should be capturing metrics to 
provide information on the quality of the 
deliverables and the processes used to create 
the deliverables. The Project Scorecard 
template takes you though a process of 
identifying critical success factors, and 
determining a good set of balanced metrics that 
would indicate whether your project was 
successful.  

 Customer 
Satisfaction 
Survey 

Gathering client satisfaction metrics is 
important because it allows you to see how you 
are performing against the expectations of your 
customers. One way to gather this information 
is with customer satisfaction surveys. Surveys 
are by their nature qualitative, that is, they 
reflect the opinion of the person being 
surveyed. However, for many types of metrics, 
a qualitative survey question can be asked as a 
substitute for the quantitative metric.  

 End-of-Project 
Metrics 
Worksheet 

The purpose of the End of Project Metrics 
Worksheet is to capture a consistent set of 
metrics so your organization can see the trends 
for delivering projects over a period of time. 
The metrics show how well project teams are 
meeting their commitments in terms of quality, 
cost, and cycle time. As more and more 
projects report the metrics, a baseline will be 
established to compare to over time. 
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Glossary 

Activity 

For the purposes of the TenStep Project Management Process, an activity is 
the smallest unit of work identified in the project workplan (in other 
methodologies, an activity may be broken down even further into tasks). 

Assumption 

There may be external circumstances or events that must occur for the 
project to be successful. If you believe these external events are likely to 
happen, then you have an assumption (contrast with the definition of a risk). 
If an event is within the control of the project team, such as having testing 
completed by a certain date, then it is not an assumption. If an event has a 
100 percent chance of occurring, then it not an assumption, since there is no 
“likelihood” or risk involved (it is just a fact). Examples of assumptions 
might be “Budgets and resources will be available when needed,” or “The 
new software release will be available for use by the time the construct 
phase begins.” 

Client 

The persons or groups benefiting directly from a project or service. The 
people for whom a project is undertaken (indirect beneficiaries are probably 
stakeholders). If the persons or groups are internal, TenStep refers to them 
as clients. If they are external, TenStep refers to them as customers. 

Critical path 

The sequence of activities that must be completed on schedule for the entire 
project to be completed on schedule. This is the longest duration path 
through the workplan. If an activity on the critical path is delayed by one 
day, the entire project will be delayed by one day (unless another activity on 
the critical path can be accelerated by one day). 

Customer 

The persons or groups benefiting directly from a project or service. The 
people for whom a project is undertaken (indirect beneficiaries are probably 
stakeholders). If the persons or groups are internal, TenStep refers to them 
as clients. If they are external, TenStep refers to them as customers. 
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Deliverable 

A deliverable is any tangible outcome produced by the project. These can be 
documents, plans, computer systems, buildings, aircraft, etc. Internal 
deliverables are produced as a consequence of executing the project, and are 
usually only needed by the project team. External deliverables are created 
for customers and stakeholders. 

Functional manager 

The functional manager is the person project managers report to within their 
functional organization. Typically, they do the performance review. Project 
managers may also be functional managers, but they do not have to be. If 
the project manager is different from the functional manager, then the 
organization is probably utilizing matrix management. 

Issue 

An issue is a major problem that will impede the progress of the project and 
cannot be resolved by the project manager and project team without outside 
help. 

Life cycle 

The process used to build and support the project deliverables (since a 
project has a start date and end date, the long-term support of a solution is 
usually performed after the project is completed). For software 
development, the entire life cycle might consist of planning, analysis, 
design, construct/test, implementation, and support. 

Milestone 

A milestone is a scheduled event signifying the completion of a major 
deliverable or a set of related deliverables. A milestone has zero duration 
and no effort—there is no work associated with a milestone. It is a flag in 
the workplan to signify some other work has completed. Usually a milestone 
is used as a project checkpoint to validate how the project is progressing and 
revalidate work. Milestones are also used as high-level snapshots for 
management to validate the progress of the project. In many cases there is a 
decision to be made at a milestone. However, the milestone is not usually 
based on the calendar. It is usually based on the completion of one or more 
deliverables. 
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Objective 

A concrete statement describing what the project is trying to achieve. The 
objective should be written at a low level so it can be evaluated at the 
conclusion of a project to determine whether it was achieved or not. A well-
worded objective will be Specific, Measurable, Attainable/Achievable, 
Realistic, and Timebound (SMART). 

Program 

A program is the umbrella structure established to manage a series of related 
projects. The program does not produce any project deliverables. The 
project teams produce them all. The purpose of the program is to provide 
overall direction and guidance, make sure the related projects are 
communicating effectively, provide a central point of contact and focus for 
the customer and the project teams, and determine how individual projects 
should be defined to ensure all the work gets completed successfully. 

Program manager 

The person with authority to manage a program. (Note: This is a role. The 
program manager may also be responsible for one or more of the projects 
within the program. He or she would be project manager on those projects 
as well as overall program manager.) The program manager leads the 
overall planning and management of the program. All project managers 
within the program report to the program manager. 

Project 

A structure to complete a specifically defined deliverable or set of 
deliverables. A project has a specific begin date and end date, specific 
objectives, and specific resources assigned to perform the work. A project 
manager has overall responsibility and authority over a project. When the 
objectives are met, the project is considered complete. 

Project manager 

The person with authority to manage a project. This includes leading the 
planning and the development of all project deliverables. The project 
manager is responsible for managing the budget, workplan, and all project 
management procedures (scope management, issues management, risk 
management, etc.). 
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Project phase 

A logical grouping of work on a project. A phase also represents the 
completion of a major deliverable or set of related deliverables. On an IS 
development project, logical phases might be planning, analysis, design, 
construct (including testing), and implementation. 

Project team 

The project team consists of the full-time and part-time resources assigned 
to work on the deliverables of the project, which will help achieve the 
project objectives. They are responsible for understanding the work to be 
completed; planning out the assigned activities in more detail if needed; 
completing assigned work within the budget, timeline, and quality 
expectations; informing the project manager of issues, scope changes, risk, 
and quality concerns; proactively communicating status; and managing 
expectations. 

The project team can consist of human resources within one functional 
organization, or it can consist of members from many different functional 
organizations. A cross-functional team has members from multiple 
organizations. Having a cross-functional team is usually a sign your 
organization is utilizing matrix management. 

Risk 

There may be external circumstances or events that cannot occur for the 
project to be successful. If you believe such an event is likely to happen, 
then it would be a risk (contrast with the definition of an assumption). 
Identifying something as a risk increases its visibility, and allows a 
proactive risk management plan to be put into place. If an event is within the 
control of the project team, such as having testing complete by a certain 
date, then it is not a risk. If an event has a 100 percent chance of occurring, 
then it not a risk, since there is no “likelihood” or risk involved (it is just a 
fact). Examples of risks might be “Reorganization may result in key people 
being reassigned,” or “The new hardware may not be able to handle the 
expected sales volume.” 

Scope 

Scope describes the boundaries of the project. It defines what the project 
will and will not deliver. For larger projects, it can include the organizations 
affected, the transactions affected, the data types included, etc. 
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Sponsor (executive sponsor and project sponsor) 

The person with ultimate authority over the project. The executive sponsor 
provides project funding, resolves issues and scope changes, approves major 
deliverables, and provides high-level direction. This person also champions 
the project within his or her organization. Depending on the project, and the 
organizational level of the executive sponsor, he or she may delegate day-to-
day tactical management to a project sponsor. If assigned, the project 
sponsor represents the executive sponsor on a day-to-day basis, and makes 
most of the decisions requiring sponsor approval. If the decision is large 
enough, the project sponsor will take it to the executive sponsor. 

Stakeholder 

Specific persons or groups who have a stake in the outcome of the project. 
Normally stakeholders are from within the company, and could include 
internal customers, management, employees, administrators, etc. A project 
may also have external stakeholders, including suppliers, investors, 
community groups, and government organizations. 

Standard 

A required approach for conducting an activity or task, utilizing a product, 
etc. Many times a standard is a best practice that must be followed to have a 
better chance of overall success. 

Steering committee 

A group of high-level stakeholders who are responsible for providing 
guidance on overall strategic direction. They do not take the place of a 
sponsor, but help to spread the strategic input and buy-in to a larger portion 
of the organization. The steering committee is usually made up of 
organizational peers, and is a combination of direct customers and indirect 
stakeholders. 
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