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�Saving Troubled Projects

Abstract
Before.the.countless,.money-wasting,.reputation-busting.projects.of.the.
world.were.failed projects,.they.were.troubled projects..This.paper.examines.the.
complex,.high-stress.period.of.assessment.and.recovery.of.such.projects.and.
offers.five.crucial.steps.for.their.successful.recovery..The.steps.are.presented.
from.the.perspective.of.the.recovery.project.manager.(RPM),.assigned.from.
outside.to.rein.in.a.project,.but.they.are.applicable.to.project.managers.
practicing.“self.recovery”.as.well.
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Introduction
Project.failure.can.happen.to.anybody—and.to.any.project..A.Standish CHAOS 
Chronicles.report.states.that.only.52.percent.of.completed.projects.meet.
their.proposed.functionality..The.same.study,.based.on.more.than.13,000.
U.S..projects,.reports.that.successful.projects.made.up.“just.over.a.third.or.34.
percent.of.all.projects”—meaning,.the.other.two-thirds.are.failing..Another.
report.on.9,236.information.technology.(IT).projects.showed.that.project.
success.rates.have.settled.at.a.startling.28.percent.(The.Standish.Group.2003).

Project.failure.can.occur.for.an.infinite.number.of.reasons..Sometimes.it’s.out.
of.your.control..Maybe.unexpected.and.unplanned-for.requirements.changes.
caused.your.team.to.miss.a.series.of.deadlines..Maybe.you.lost.a.key.member.of.
your.project.team,.or.were.given.unrealistic.deadlines..But.sometimes.failure.is.
in.your.control..You.underestimated.the.time.a.project.would.take..You.didn’t.
take.steps.to.ensure.quality..Regardless.of.the.causes,.failed.projects.waste.
billions.of.dollars.(and.hours).each.year..

But,.what.about.the.period.of.time.just.before.a.project.is.considered.a.failure?.
Projects.don’t.go.from.on track.to.failed.overnight..They.first.become.troubled..
And.the.“troubled”.period,.however.distressing,.is.an.opportunity—often.
the.absolute.last.opportunity—to.turn.things.around.and.make.the.project.
a.success..How.do.we.assess.a.troubled.project?.When.do.we.put.a.recovery.
approach.into.action?..How.do.we.truly.rein.in.a.project.on.the.brink.of.failure?.

This.paper.will.walk.through.five.steps.critical.to.recovery,.highlighting.the.
major.activities.and.actions.necessary.for.turning.a.failing.project.into.a.success..
These.steps.are.not.based.on.theory.or.what.“might”.work..Rather,.as.a.whole,.
they.form.an.approach.based.on.our.experience.of.working.in.the.trenches,.
assessing.and.recovering.troubled.projects.in.major.corporations.around.the.
world..This.paper.is.presented.from.the.perspective.of.the.recovery.project.
manager.(RPM)—a.person.assigned.from.outside.the.project..However,.it’s.
important.to.note.that.project.managers.practicing.“self.recovery”.are.advised.
to.follow.the.same.approach..The.practical.advice.offered.here.will.help.you.
regardless.of.your.role.on.a.troubled.project..
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Defining and Examining 
Troubled Projects
Simply.put,.“troubled”.means.that.the.project’s.variance.trends.of.time,.cost.and.
scope.have.exceeded.acceptable.levels.and,.without.immediate.intervention,.
the.project.will.continue.on.a.path.to.failure..Troubled.projects.carry.a.high.cost.
both.to.your.organization.and,.by.association,.to.you.and.to.key.executives..
For.example,.in.2002.Nike.shares.tumbled.20.percent.upon.news.that.their.i2.
Technologies.supply.chain.project.was.in.trouble..As.a.result,.Nike.lost.$100.
million.in.orders.because.the.system.wasn’t.“up.and.running”.(Worthen)..

Given.the.high.percentage.of.troubled.projects,.you.will.likely.find.yourself.
tasked.with.returning.a.project.to.health.at.some.point.in.your.career..It.may.
be.your.own.project,.or.you.may.be.called.upon.to.recover.another.project.
manager’s.project..Will.you.have.the.right.tools.and.techniques.to.turn.a.
potential.disaster.into.a.winner?..

Trouble Ahead?
Classic.project.management.techniques.focus.on.the.triple.constraints.of.time,.
cost.and.scope..A.good.project.control.system.will.gather.data.on.each.of.these.
elements,.comparing.actual.performance.to.estimates,.typically.resulting.in.
variances..But,.variances.alone—which.are.expected.in.the.real.world—are.
not,.in.and.of.themselves,.red.flags..It.is.when.those.variances.greatly.exceed.
“acceptable”.levels.that.attention.must.be.paid.to.making.the.necessary.
corrections.to.bring.the.project.in.line.with.expected.baseline.performance..

It’s.important.to.remember,.however,.that.baselines,.triple.constraints.and.
management.control.systems.are.only.part.of.the.story.when.trying.to.
determine.if.a.project.is.“troubled.”..Keeping.an.eye.on.the.human.element.will.
also.reveal.important.information.about.the.real.status.of.a.project..If.a.project.
is.wildly.out.of.control.in.regards.to.the.triple.constraints.and.you.observe.
one.or.more.of.the.characteristics.listed.on.page.6,.it.is.imperative.that.the.
assessment.and.recovery.process.outlined.in.this.paper.be.put.into.motion.
immediately..An.overview.of.this.process.is.shown.in.Figure.1.on.page.6.

In a classic story, the former 
CIO of the state of Maine was 
replaced after overseeing the 
implementation of the Maine 
Medicaid Claims System project. 
This system was so flawed that 
it erroneously rejected the 
claims of 262,000 Medicaid 
recipients and forced countless 
doctors and dentists to close 
their doors or take out loans 
while the system was being 
fixed. The project, originally 
estimated to cost $15 million, 
is currently at $30 million and 
climbing. The former CIO?  He’s 
no longer with the organization. 
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The Concept of “Rapid” 
Assessment and Recovery
Numerous.case.studies.have.demonstrated.that.projects.almost.always.become.
troubled.toward.the.end.of.the.project.life.cycle..Thus,.the.crisis.point.(see.
Figure.2).occurs.near.the.point.at.which.the.project.should.be.close.to.full-scale.
implementation..Obviously,.this.is.the.worst.possible.time.for.things.to.go.awry.

Characteristics of a 
Troubled Project

No one has a firm idea of 
when the project will be 
finished and most people 
have given up trying to guess
The product is laden 
with defects
Team members are working 
excessive hours—20 or 
more hours per week of 
involuntary overtime
Management has lost its 
ability to control progress 
or even to ascertain 
the project’s status 
with any accuracy
The customer has lost 
confidence that the project 
team will ever deliver 
the promised goods
The team is defensive 
about its progress
Relations between project 
team members are strained
The project is on the 
verge of cancellation
The morale of the project 
team has hit rock bottom
The customer is 
threatening legal action 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Figure 1: Overview of Rapid Assessment and Recovery Process
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At.this.juncture.you.do.not.have.the.luxury.of.taking.your.time.to.do.the.
requisite.assessment.and.put.a.recovery.plan.into.motion..Sponsors,.clients,.
customers.and.other.stakeholders.will.demand.immediate.results,.findings.and.
corrective.actions..There.will.be.increased.management.attention.and.scrutiny.
on.all.activities.from.this.crisis.point.forward..

Figure 2: When the Crisis Occurs . . .
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This.is.why.you.must.conduct.your.assessment.and.recovery.as.rapidly,.but.as.
thoroughly,.as.possible..The.five.step.approach.that.follows.works.to.provide.
immediate.structure.and.results.for.the.RPM.and.his.or.her.team.

The Purpose of Assessment
The.focus.of.assessment.is.on.determining.the.current.real.status.of.the.project.
and.the.changes.that.need.to.be.made.in.people,.the.product.or.service.
specifications.of.the.project,.and.project.management.processes.in.order.to.
improve.performance.

Understanding.the.real.status.of.the.project.is.the.foundation.of.corrective.
action..The.RPM.and.the.assessment.and.recovery.team.(ART).must.understand.
exactly.what.has.been.done.and.what.has.not.been.done.in.order.to.build.a.
recovery.plan..There.are.seven.key.variables.or.areas.that.must.be.investigated.
during.an.assessment.which.will.provide.significant.insight.as.to.the.project’s.
status..They.are:

The Assessment and Recovery 
Team (ART) is the core team 
assisting the Recovery 
Project Manager (RPM) in 
the various assessment and 
recovery activities. In certain 
applications, the assessment 
team and the recovery team may 
have different members. When 
we use the acronym ART, we 
are also referring to the RPM.

Work.Breakdown.Structure.(WBS)

Problems

Risks

Defects

•
•
•
•

Resources

Schedule

Management.system.and.
control.processes

•
•
•

Accordingly,.the.documentation.that.is.collected.and.analyzed.through.this.
process.must.be.related.to.these.seven.variables..

The.assessment.phase,.which.is.comprised.of.Steps.1.through.3.(see.pages..
8-17),.should.take.anywhere.from.four.to.10.days.using.the.techniques.
described.in.this.paper..Even.the.largest.project.ESI.has.assessed—the.
information.technology.(IT).infrastructure.implementation.for.the.Olympic.
Games.in.Sydney,.Australia—took.less.than.10.days.to.assess.
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Step 1—Defining the Charter
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The.project.charter.delegates.authority.to.the.RPM,.who.is.typically.an.
individual.from.outside.the.project..Because.the.RPM.and.his.or.her.team.are.
“outsiders”.it.is.important.at.the.outset.that.the.project.manager.(PM).and.his.or.
her.team.are.committed.to.working.with.the.ART..The.charter.process.ensures.
that.this.is.accomplished.before.proceeding.

In.this.important.first.step.you.are.attempting.to.identify.and.agree.on.a.
number.of.critical.elements.which.will.be.included.in.the.project.charter..You’ll.
need.to:

Define.the.mission.with.the.
sponsor

Understand.the.project.history.
and.sensitivities

Establish.initial.project.team.
contact

•

•

•

Determine.the.assessment.
approach

Complete.the.charter.and.obtain.
approval

•

•

Define the Mission with the Sponsor
Successful.recoveries.have.a.sponsor.supporting.the.RPM.and.his.or.her.team..
The.lack.of.such.support.is.detrimental.to.the.success.of.any.project,.but.in.a.
recovery.project,.it.is.devastating..In.a.recovery.environment,.tensions.tend.to.
run.high,.people.are.on.the.defensive,.customers.are.angry.and.team.morale.
is.low..Therefore,.having.a.sponsor.with.the.appropriate.level.of.seniority.and.
credibility.will.send.a.clear.message.to.all.stakeholders.that.this.work.is.of.the.
utmost.importance.
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Understand the Project History and Sensitivities
Projects.almost.always.operate.in.a.political.environment..Being.aware.of.the.
objective.of.the.project—as.well.as.the.objectives.and.motivations.of.the.key.
stakeholders—will.enable.the.RPM.to.better.negotiate.his.or.her.way.in.and.
around.the.thorny.issues.that.are.bound.to.arise.during.the.assessment.and.
recovery.process.

Establish Initial Project Team Contact
The.project.manager.and.his.or.her.team.must.be.involved.with.the.RPM.and.
the.ART.at.the.outset.to.help.assess.and.recover.the.project..Establishing.early.
contact.with.the.project.team.will.help.gain.their.support.and.minimize.fear.
of.retribution.or.embarrassment..This.will.increase.their.willingness.to.help.the.
recovery.team.

Determine the Assessment Approach
It.must.be.very.clear.to.everyone.involved.how.the.assessment.will.be.
conducted..The.RPM.must.produce.the.full.assessment.plan.described.in..
Step.2..This.activity.will.answer.the.following.question: “Given this project, this 
charter and the assessment model, how would we go about building the assessment 
plan?” .

The.ART.needs.to.identify.project.data.and.assessment.team.resources.required.
to.implement.the.assessment.plan..Ultimately,.the.plan.that.is.developed.
will—from.the.outside—appear.similar.to.any.project.plan..It.should,.at.a.
minimum,.include.a.WBS,.a.network.diagram,.a.risk.management.plan,.resource.
requirements.and.a.schedule.of.assessment.actions.and.how.long.they.will.take.
to.complete.

Complete the Charter and Obtain Approval
Proper.establishment.of.the.charter.is.critical.to.recovery.success..Everyone.
involved.must.agree.and.be.committed.to.the.same.objectives..As.in.any.
charter,.it.must.be.signed.by.a.senior.manager.in.the.organization.and.be.
distributed.to.all.stakeholders.

The.deliverable.produced.as.a.result.of.this.step.is.the.Assessment Charter.
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Step 2—Developing the Assessment Plan
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Using.ESI’s.Rapid.Assessment.Model.(Figure.3),.the.ART.is.now.ready.to.
quickly—but.thoroughly—develop.the.assessment.plan..

Figure 3: ESI’s Rapid Assessment Model
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Using.this.model,.the.ART.will.develop.an.assessment.plan.that:

Is.realistic.and.can.be.
executed.to.achieve.the.
charter’s.objectives

Will.allow.for.an.assessment.in.
as.short.a.time.as.possible

•

•

Will.ensure.that.accurate.findings.
are.produced

Will.minimize.project.team.
distraction

•

•
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This.model.centers.around.two.areas.of.activity.at.this.stage:.conducting.the.
interviews.and.analyzing.project.data..To.complete.these.tasks,.the.ART.will:

Critical Project Documentation
Any.assessment.must.begin.with.a.review.of.pertinent.project.documentation..
This.information.is.the.starting.point,.helping.the.ART.gain.insight,.perspective.
and.understanding.on.why.the.project.is.experiencing.difficulties..Examples.of.
such.documentation.include:

Project.charter

Contract.or.Statement.of.Work.
(SOW),.if.applicable

Project.plan

Project.metrics.and.processes

•
•

•
•

Signed.agreements.with.internal.
organizations

Estimate.and.pricing.details

Project.organization.chart

•

•
•

Interviews
Using.the.project.organization.chart,.the.ART.will.be.able.to.identify.the.
individuals.who.must.be.interviewed..Examples.of.stakeholders.to.be.
interviewed.include:

Identify.the.critical.
documentation.that.needs.to.
be.reviewed.and.analyzed

Identify.the.stakeholders.who.
need.to.be.interviewed

•

•

Prepare.the.agenda.and.interview.
schedule

•

Project.team.members

Project.manager

Manager.of.project.manager

Project.Management.Office.
personnel

•
•
•
•

Project.sponsor

Contractors/vendors

Clients/customers

•
•
•
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Agenda and Interview Schedule
The.final.action.in.this.step.is.to.develop.a.day-by-day,.hour-by-hour.schedule.
of.the.assessment.process..Having.such.an.agenda.puts.everyone.on.notice.that.
time.is.of.the.essence.and.that.certain.people.need.to.be.available.at.specific.
times.to.help.the.ART..Remember,.the.assessment.period.is.only.a.few.days..The.
more.detailed.and.specific.the.agenda,.the.more.productive.the.ART.will.be.in.
its.effort.to.produce.a.robust.assessment.plan..

When.completed,.the.assessment.plan.will.include:

Focused.objectives.of.the.
assessment

WBS.of.the.assessment.
process

Estimates.and.resources.
required.for.the.assessment

Risk.and.problem.
management.approaches

•

•

•

•

Hourly.schedule.of.activities

Tools.for.each.task

List.of.deliverables.to.be.
produced

War-room.needs.(if.applicable)

•
•
•

•

As.a.practical.matter,.a.realistic.assessment.plan.will.also.consider.the.
geographic.distribution.of.the.ART,.the.project.team.and.the.stakeholders.to.
be.interviewed..Additionally,.the.ART.should.expect.a.certain.level.of.resistance.
from.the.core.project.team.to.its.activities..After.all,.the.ART.is.involved.because.
the.project.has.experienced.trouble.and.key.stakeholders.do.not.believe.
the.project.team.can.correct.its.own.mistakes..Remember,.in.planning.the.
assessment,.the.work.must.be.done.as.rapidly.as.possible.and.with.as.little.
disruption.to.the.project.team.while.they.continue.working.on.the.project.

The.deliverable.produced.as.a.result.of.this.step.is.the.Assessment Plan..

In planning the assessment, 
the work must be done as 
rapidly as possible and with as 
little disruption to the project 
team while they continue 
working on the project.
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Step 3—Conducting the Assessment

The.ART.is.now.ready.to.execute.the.Assessment.Plan,.which.has.three.main.
areas.of.focus:
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The focus of the assessment is 
on helping the project team, 
not finding fault with past 
actions and decisions.

Determining.the.true.current.
status.of.the.project

Identifying.the.major.threats,.
opportunities.and.problems.
for.the.project.moving.
forward

•

•

Establishing.an.extended.team.for.
the.recovery.effort

•

One.of.the.keys.to.successful.conclusion.of.this.step.is.to.get.off.on.the.
right.foot—which.means.conducting.a.kick-off.meeting.with.the.extended.
assessment.team..This.includes.all.ART.team.members,.project.team.
members,.customers,.vendors.(if.applicable).and.sponsors,.as.well.as.other.
key.stakeholders.whose.support.is.required..The.RPM.needs.to.remind.the.
extended.team.of.the.purpose,.scope.and.objectives.of.the.assessment..This.
can.be.accomplished.by.reviewing.the.charter.with.the.group..Also,.everyone.
must.understand.that.the.focus.of.the.assessment.is.on.helping.the.project.
team,.not.finding.fault.with.past.actions.and.decisions.

Executing.the.assessment.plan.includes:

Conducting.the.interviews

Analyzing.the.data

•
•

Developing.a.rank-ordered.list.of.
findings

•
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Conducting the Interviews
Good.interview.techniques.are.essential.to.gathering.good.information..Two.
assessors.and.one.interviewee.for.each.session.yield.the.most.productive.
information..While.one.assessor.is.asking.the.questions,.the.other.documents.
the.discussion..The.roles.can.switch.during.the.interview.

Analyzing the Data
Data.analysis.involves.asking.a.lot.of.questions.about.the.data.and.information.
contained.in.the.project.documentation,.as.well.as.information.gained.through.
the.interviews..The.purpose.of.the.analysis.is.to.fully.understand.the.real.status.
of.the.project..The.ART.needs.to.know.what.the.data.is.telling.them.and,.equally.
as.important,.what.it.doesn’t.reveal....

For.example,.an.ART.team.member.analyzing.the.WBS.should.ask.him.or.
herself:

Does.the.organization.of.the.
WBS.allow.adequate.project.
tracking.and.control?

Does.the.WBS.level.of.
decomposition.allow.adequate.
project.tracking.and.control?

Does.each.work.package.end.
with.a.physical.deliverable?

•

•

•

Is.the.WBS.clear.and.specific?

Does.the.work,.as.represented.
by.the.WBS,.include.everything.
that.must.be.done.to.complete.
the.project,.including.the.
project.management.activities.
themselves?

•
•

Probing.questions.like.these.must.be.asked.for.each.piece.of.documentation.
collected..The.ART.should.not.assume.anything..Interviewers.should.ask.all.
the.questions.needed.in.order.to.uncover.why.the.project.is.troubled.and.
how.to.correct.it..In.addition.to.the.WBS,.the.following.project.data.should.be.
thoroughly.reviewed:

Project.charter.and.objectives

Estimating.and.pricing.details

Project.plans

Project.metrics.and.processes

SOWs/business.requirements.
document

•
•
•
•
•

Signed.external.agreements.
with.client.and.subcontractors.
(contracts)

Signed.internal.agreements.with.
business.units

•

•

Interviewers should:

Emphasize the confidential 
nature of the interview
Be careful of what they 
say and how they say it
Not use a recorder, as people 
are more guarded when 
a recorder is present
Ask open-ended questions
Be on the lookout for 
insights into other project 
areas but be careful not 
to be seen as going on a 
“fishing expedition”
Summarize the main points 
seeking confirmation 
from the interviewee

•

•

•

•
•

•
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The.root.causes.of.troubled.projects.tend.to.be.centered.on.such.poor.project.
management.techniques.as.incomplete.project.planning,.inadequate.tracking.
and.poor.control..For.example,.rarely.do.troubled.projects.have.a.complete.
network.diagram.with.full.precedence.relationships.identified..If.the.project.
manager.and.his.or.her.team.do.prepare.a.network.diagram,.rarely.is.it.updated..
What.is.particularly.disturbing.is.the.practice.of.simply.creating.a.Gantt.chart.
from.a.WBS.(and.usually.an.incomplete.one.at.that).and.using.that.for.project.
control..This.amounts.to.nothing.more.than.managing.a.project.from.a.task.list,.
a.“to-do”.list,.which.is.completely.ineffective.for.all.but.the.simplest.projects...

By.carefully.analyzing.the.project.documentation,.a.picture.will.emerge.of.the.
oversights.and.lack.of.sound.project.management.practices..From.this.analysis,.
the.ART.will.identify.the.threats,.problems.and.opportunities.facing.the.project.
and.be.in.a.position.to.rapidly.develop.and.execute.the.project.recovery.plan.

Developing the Rank-Ordered List of Findings
Once.the.data.has.been.analyzed,.the.ART.will.prepare.its.findings..The.
objective.is.to.produce.a.well-defined.list.of.threats,.opportunities.and.
problems.ranked.by.order.of.severity..In.many.cases,.the.findings.can.be.quite.
voluminous..Certain.findings.might.overlap.or.be.redundant..Therefore,.the.
ART.needs.to.consolidate.and.aggregate.the.findings.to.make.them.very.clear.
and.manageable.in.number..The.use.of.affinity.diagramming.is.recommended.
to.reduce.a.large.number.of.findings.to.key.categories.for.recovery.execution.
purposes..Other.options.include.tools.such.as.the.Nominal.Group.Technique,.
Delphi.Technique,.Crawford.Slip.and.Comparative.Risk.Ranking,.which.are.
elicitation.techniques.aimed.at.quickly.gathering.information.from.experts.on.
various.project.issues.or.concerns.

Before.reporting.the.findings.to.key.stakeholders,.the.ART.will.present.the.
findings.to.the.project.team..Walking.through.each.item.allows.the.project.
team.to.provide.input..This.will.ensure.that.the.ART.has.obtained.their.buy-in.
on.the.real.issues.around.which.the.recovery.plan.will.be.developed..

Is Recovery Possible or Advisable?
Once.the.findings.have.been.documented.and.approved,.they.are.presented.
to.the.key.project.stakeholders..It.is.at.this.juncture.that.the.organization.has.to.
ask.two.important.question:..Should we attempt to recover this project?  Is it even 
worth saving?..

The ART needs to consolidate 
and aggregate the findings 
to make them very clear and 
manageable in number.
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Answering.these.questions.can.be.a.difficult.task,.but.the.process.is.made.easier.
if.well-defined.criteria.are.used.to.evaluate.the.prospects.of.moving.forward..
Such.criteria.are.specific.to.each.organization..That.said,.the.following.are.
general.scenarios.that.might.lead.to.the.decision.to.not.recover.a.project:

Trigger event—The event, or 
perhaps series of events, that 
led to the point of declaring 
the project “troubled,” thereby 
initiating intervention.

Business.benefit.cannot.be.
delivered.within.a.reasonable.
time.or.cost.structure

The.political.environment.is.not.
supportive.of.recovery

The.sponsor.has.departed.and.
no.replacement.has.stepped.
forward

•

•

•

Business.needs.have.changed

Significant.technological.changes.
have.occurred.rendering.the.
approach.invalid

Litigation.is.in.process

Market.conditions.have.changed

•
•

•
•

If.it.is.determined.that.the.project.is.worth.saving.and.the.decision.is.made.
to.move.forward,.the.ART.and.the.project.team.can.do.so.knowing.that.the.
organization.is.committed.to.their.collective.success..At.this.stage.we.are.ready.
to.begin.the.recovery.process..

The.deliverable.produced.as.a.result.of.this.step.is.the.Ranked Findings 
Report..A.suggested.table.of.contents.for.the.Ranked.Findings.Report.is.shown.
below:

Background

Sponsor

Charter

Trigger.event

Assessment.team.members

Date.of.assessment

Scope.of.review

Key.findings

Recommendations

Immediate.action.plans

•
•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
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The Purpose of Recovery
Recovery.is.defined.as.saving.a.project.from.loss.and.restoring.it.to.usefulness..
The.recovery.approach.outlined.in.this.paper.will.focus.on.meeting.the.business.
case.objectives.as.either.established.at.the.outset.of.the.project.or.revised.as.a.
result.of.the.assessment.phase,.which.is.the.most.likely.scenario..The.ART’s.main.
goals.in.recovery.are:

Producing.an.achievable.
schedule

Re-establishing.customer.and.
management.confidence

•

•

Re-baselining.the.project.plan

Sorting.project.problems

Rebuilding.the.original.project.
team

•
•
•

When.faced.with.recovering.a.troubled.project,.there.are.three.fundamental.
approaches:

Reduce.the.project’s.scope,.
which.speeds.time.to.
completion

• Increase.productivity.by.focusing.
on.short-term.improvements

Slip.the.schedule.to.satisfy.the.
scope.objectives

•

•

In.reality,.these.three.seemingly.separate.options.yield.a.fourth.approach—a.
combination.of.them.all..In.short,.reduce.or.change.scope.where.possible,.
increase.productivity.as.much.as.possible,.and.slip.the.schedule.as.necessary..
This.is.the.most.realistic.and.pragmatic.way.to.approach.recovery.

Step 4—Developing the Recovery Plan

Define
charter

evelop
essment
plan

onduc
essme

duct
very

Develop
recovery
plan

Trigger Assessment
charter

Assessment
plan

Ranked
findings

Recovery
plan

Exit
review

Assessment Phase
Recovery Phase
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The.focus.of.this.step.is.on.developing.a.recovery.project.plan.and.assembling.
an.extended.team.to.accomplish.the.work..In.many.ways,.assembling.a.team.
and.getting.the.job.done.is.a.project.in.itself..However,.the.ART.is.now.faced.
with.a.situation.where,.because.of.poor.performance,.they.might.have.a.
difficult.time.obtaining.buy-in.and.support.or.having.motivated.team.members.
on.board..Recall.the.characteristics.of.a.troubled.project—confidence.has.
been.lost,.people.are.out.of.patience..In.such.a.situation,.once.the.ART.has.re-
baselined.the.project,.the.schedule.cannot.slip.again..This.makes.developing.
an.achievable.plan.of.paramount.importance..The.ART.needs.committed.and.
dedicated.team.members.to.make.this.happen.

Given.the.dynamics.of.the.situation,.the.plan.developed.for.a.troubled.project.
is.not.similar.to.a.plan.for.a.new.project..There.are.many.key.differences,.some.
of.which.are.listed.below..Simply.put,.a.project.plan.for.a.troubled.project:

Must.not.fail

Will.be.subject.to.
extraordinary.scrutiny—.
the.team.must.be.ready.to.
defend.every.action.they.take

Provides.for.broad.
fundamental.changes.in.
scope,.schedule.and.cost

•
•

•

Is.of.shorter.duration

Is.subject.to.tighter.monitoring.
and.controlling

Requires.greater.frequency.of.
communicating.and.reporting

•
•

•

The.development.of.the.recovery.plan.takes.into.consideration.how.the.RPM.
will.address.people.and.personnel.issues,.the.specific.project.management.
processes.that.will.be.employed.moving.forward,.and.the.decisions.that.need.
to.be.made.relative.to.the.product/service.that.is.the.output.of.the.project..To.
clarify,.the.RPM.must:

Focus.on.building.everyone’s.
morale

Deal.directly.with.personnel.
problems

•

•

Resolve.serious.leadership.
problems

Add.people.to.the.project.
carefully,.if.at.all

•

•
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When.looking.at.processes.used.in.the.project,.the.ART.will:Inchstone—An inchstone 
is a very small component 
of work that results in a 
specific deliverable and 
that is easily tracked.

Establish.a.schedule.based.on.
inchstones

Track.schedule.progress.
meticulously

Record.the.reasons.for.missed.
inchstones

•

•

•

Recalibrate.the.plan.every.two.
weeks

Never.commit.to.a.new.baseline.
until.an.achievable.one.can.be.
created

Painstakingly.manage.risks

•

•

•

Finally,.in.regards.to.the.finished.product.of.the.project,.forward.progress.will.
be.made.only.if.the.ART.and.key.stakeholders:

Stabilize.the.requirements

Identify.the.minimum.
requirements.necessary.
to.meet.schedule.and.cost.
constraints

•
•

Reduce.the.number.of.defects.and.
implement.a.quality.control.plan.
to.keep.them.low

Strive.diligently.to.achieve.a.
“steady.state”..

•

•

As.can.be.inferred.by.the.suggestions.above,.the.practice.of.micromanagement.
plays.a.very.important.role.in.troubled.project.recovery..Avoided.by.most.
project.managers.as.a.discredited.form.of.management,.the.practice.of.
micromanagement.in.this.environment.is.the.cornerstone.upon.which.success.
will.be.built..This.micromanagement.approach.results.in.great.detail.and.
attention.being.paid.to.every.aspect.of.work,.an.important.ingredient.in.
restoring.the.project.to.a.steady.state..

Take.the.concept.of.inchstones.as.an.example..In.a.smooth.running.project,.
you.might.do.a.progress.check.every.week..Using.the.inchstone.method,.you.
would.check.the.progress.every.day..If.normally.you.would.check.every.day,.you.
will.establish.hourly.inchstones..By.employing.this.method,.the.ART.will.know.
sooner,.rather.than.later,.if.problems.are.preventing.the.achievement.of.forward.
progress.

It.is.easy.to.see.that.using.the.inchstone.approach.requires.more.frequent.
collecting.and.reporting.of.data.to.all.stakeholders..Although.this.level.
of.administrative.overhead.would.be.excessive.if.used.under.normal.
circumstances,.on.a.troubled.project.it.is.mandatory..This.inchstone.practice.
alone.makes.a.project.plan.for.a.troubled.project.vastly.different.from.that.of.a.
regular.project.

The.deliverable.produced.as.a.result.of.this.step.is.the.Recovery Plan.
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Step 5—Conducting Recovery

In.recovery,.you.must.begin.with.the.end.in.mind..The.“end.state”.the.ART.is.
working.to.achieve.is.a.project.that.is.no.longer.in.recovery..It’s.on.solid.footing.
with.a.well-defined.project.control.and.management.system,.an.achievable.
plan.and.a.team.that.can.get.the.job.done..This.is.accomplished,.as.in.any.
project,.through.the.process.of.executing.and.monitoring.and,.in.this.case,.
absolute.focus.on.the.inchstone.plan.developed.in.Step.4.

As.the.team.monitors.the.execution.of.each.inchstone,.it.will.conduct.variance.
analysis.at.the.end.of.each.week..This.analysis.can.only.be.accomplished.if,.
on.a.daily.basis,.the.ART.is.recording.the.inchstones.completed.and.the.daily.
labor.hours.recorded.by.task,.skill.and.person..The.collection.of.this.data.is.only.
possible.if.everyone.records.their.daily.activities,.which.is.not.something.that.
project.team.members.typically.do.on.other.projects..You.may.find.it.helpful.
to.use.“desk-side.labor.logs,”.daily.accounting.of.hours.worked.on.specific.
tasks.by.a.member.of.the.ART.or.extended.team..The.team.must.also.maintain.
surveillance.on.other.project.control.metrics,.including:

You may find it helpful to use 
“desk-side labor logs,” daily 
accounting of hours worked on 
specific tasks by a member of 
the ART or extended team. 

Define
charter

evelop
essment
plan

onduct
essment

evelo
ecover
plan

Conduct
recovery

Trigger Assessment
charter

Assessment
plan

Ranked
findings

Recovery
plan

Exit
review

Assessment Phase
Recovery Phase

Earned.value

Defects

•
•

Problems

Risks

•
•

At.the.end.of.each.week,.the.inchstone.plan.will.be.updated.and.the.ART.will:

Re-plan.the.next.rolling..
three-week.period

Examine.variances.by.
estimator

Define.or.re-define.workload.
for.the.next.period

•

•

•

Obtain.new.estimates.for.the.next.
period.from.estimator

Acknowledge.progress.(team,.
sponsor,.customer.feedback).to.
build.morale

•

•
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After.three.or.four.periods.of.sustained,.accurate.estimates.and.performance,.
the.ART.is.ready.to.pull.back.from.micromanagement.and.the.inchstone.process.
and.begin.concentrating.more.on.the.baseline.project.plan..At.this.juncture,.
the.remaining.WBS.activities.must.be.synchronized.with.actual.project.status..
Remember,.even.though.the.project.was.in.trouble,.overall.progress.never.
completely.stopped..Therefore,.the.remaining.baseline.items.still.need.to.be.
accomplished,.provided.that.the.ART.has.been.successful.in.getting.the.project.
to.a.steady.state..If.so,.the.ART.is.now.ready.to.begin.the.transition.back.to.the.
project.team.who.will.complete.the.remaining.work.items.on.the.WBS.and.
complete.the.project..On.certain.troubled.projects,.the.ART.remains.on.the.job.
until.the.project.is.complete..On.other.troubled.projects,.the.ART.will.transition.
the.project.to.the.project.team.who.will.complete.the.project.

As.the.baseline.activities.are.executed,.the.ART.will.keep.a.sharp.eye.on.
resources..Care.must.be.taken.to.get.staff.on.board.and.work.initiated.and.
completed.on.schedule..Execution.must.be.perfect..There.will.be.intense.
scrutiny.and.customers.will.want.frequent.and.timely.status.reports..It’s.not.just.
the.project.team’s.reputation.that’s.on.the.line;.often,.the.customer’s.job.and.
status.are.also.at.risk..The.RPM.will.continue.to.concentrate.on.morale.building..
Chances.are,.there.is.still.a.significant.job.left.to.do.and.the.RPM.needs.to.keep.
team.members.and.other.stakeholders.committed.and.motivated.

When.the.project.has.been.restored.to.a.useful.condition.and.the.transition.to.
the.project.team.has.been.completed,.an.exit.review.with.the.project.team.and.
key.stakeholders.will.be.conducted..In.the.exit.review,.the.RPM.is.looking.for.
the.stakeholders.to.“sign.off”.on.the.recovery.effort.and.acknowledge.that.the.
ART.has.been.successful.and.met.its.objectives..If.the.stakeholders.agree,.this.
is.a.major.accomplishment.for.everyone..If,.however,.there.is.disagreement,.it.
can.be.demoralizing.for.all.involved..Therefore,.the.RPM.should.exercise.caution.
before.calling.this.meeting,.ensuring.that.everyone.will.agree.the.objectives.are.
complete.before.the.meeting.is.conducted..

The.deliverable.produced.as.a.result.of.this.step.is.the.Exit Review.

Execution must be perfect. There 
will be intense scrutiny and 
customers will want frequent 
and timely status reports.
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Some Final Tips . . .
It’s.important.to.note.that.the.steps.described.in.this.paper.are.in.line.with.
the.competencies.of.an.experienced.project.manager—thus,.an.experienced.
RPM.is.very.often.involved.in.the.assessment.and.recovery.process..The.skills.
necessary.to.this.process.are.complex,.but.attainable..Project.managers—or.
their.managers—should.ensure.that.anyone.working.on.project.recovery.has.
not.only.basic.skills,.but.also.some.in-depth.experience.in.the.day-to-day.details.
of.managing.projects.in.highly.dynamic.and.stressful.situations.

Assessing.and.working.to.recover.troubled.projects.can.be.among.the.
most.difficult.work.a.project.manager.ever.has.to.perform..However,.the.
payoff—whether.for.an.RPM.or.the.actual.project.manager—is.huge..You’ve.
saved.a.project.from.failure.status.and.have.provided.significant.value.to.the.
organization..The.five.steps.outlined.in.this.paper.are.crucial.for.monitoring.
your.projects.and.improving.them.before.they.reach.“failed”.status..Some.key.
tips.for.each.of.the.five.steps.include:

Do.not.declare.victory.too.soon

Sustained.control.is.necessary

Involve.all.stakeholders—politics.are.key

At.the.first.sign.of.trouble,.define.the.problem.and.solution.and.alert.the.
stakeholders

Sometimes.a.little.extra.effort.in.inspection,.analysis.and.planning.can.make.the.
difference.between.a.failed.project.and.a.successful.one..You.just.need.to.know.
the.right.way.to.do.it.

•
•
•
•

Catching Your Projects 
Before They’re Troubled

Examine the four types 
of classic mistakes:

People-related
Process-related
Product-related
Technology-related

Establish a continuous 
improvement system by 
ensuring all deliverables 
and completion criteria 
are clearly defined, and 
that you have a separate 
quality assurance function 
to verify the deliverable
Integrate the above items 
into a process-related, 
closed-loop process 
to drive changes and 
prevent recurrences

•

•
•
•
•

•

•
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The ESI Solution.

Whether.your.organization.is.in.need.of.basic.project.management.skills.to.
start.projects.off.right,.or.advanced.skills.to.recover.projects.in.trouble,.ESI.
International.can.help..We.understand.the.unique.needs.of.organizations.
like.yours.working.to.build.project.management.competencies..Our.skills-
based.Project.Management.Professional.Development.Program.provides.
comprehensive,.actionable.training.for.anyone.working.on.projects..Along.
with.our.academic.partner,.The.George.Washington.University,.we.offer.
Master’s.Certificates.in.Project.Management.and.Information.Technology.
Project.Management.and,.for.experienced.project.managers,.an.Advanced.
Master’s.Certificate.in.Project.Management..Additionally,.ESI.offers.many.tools.
to.support.learning,.such.as.PMAppraise®,.an.online.assessment.tool.designed.
to.help.your.organization.measure.individual.and.team.knowledge.of.project.
management.and.establish.a.baseline.for.improvement.before.training.

ESI,.the.leading.provider.of.project.management,.business.analysis,.contract.
management,.sourcing.management.and.business.skills.training,.has.helped.
some.of.the.world’s.most.successful.companies.build.talent.and.drive.
results..ESI.has.served.Fortune.1000.companies.and.nearly.every.major.U.S..
government.agency..Since.1981,.more.than.850,000.professionals.from.100.
countries.have.benefited.from.ESI’s.continuous.learning.programs.

J..LeRoy.Ward,.PMP,.Executive.Vice.President.of.ESI.International,.and.troubled.
projects.guru,.was.instrumental.in.the.production.of.this.paper.

For more information about how ESI can help 
your organization, call us at (877) 766-3337 
or visit our Web site at www.esi-intl.com.
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Reasons Why Projects Fail 

By Tom Carlos PMP  

In a perfect world, every project would be "on time and within budget." But reality (especially the 
proven statistics) tells a very different story. It's not uncommon for projects to fail. Even if the 
budget and schedule are met, one must ask "did the project deliver the results and quality we 
expected?" True project success must be evaluated on all three components. Otherwise, a 
project could be considered a "failure." 

Have you ever seen a situation where projects begin to show signs of disorganisation, appear out 
of control, and have a sense of doom and failure? Have you witnessed settings where everyone 
works in a silo and no one seems to know what the other team member is doing? What about 
team members who live by the creed "I'll do my part (as I see fit) and after that, it's their problem." 
Even worse is when team members resort to finger-pointing. Situations similar to these scenarios 
point to a sign that reads "danger." And if you read the fine print under the word "danger" it reads, 
"your project needs to be brought under control or else it could fail." 

When projects begin to show signs of stress and failure, everyone looks to the project manager 
for answers. It may seem unfair that the burden of doom falls upon a single individual. But this is 
the reason why you chose to manage projects for a living! You've been trained to recognise and 
deal with these types of situations. 

There are many reasons why projects (both simple and complex) fail; the number of reasons can 
be infinite. However, if we apply the 80/20 rule the most common reasons for failure can be found 
in the following list: 

Poorly managed Undefined objectives and 
goals 

Lack of management 
commitment  

Lack of a solid project plan Lack of user input Lack of organisational support 
Centralised proactive management 
initiatives to combat project risk 

Enterprise management of 
budget resources 

Provides universal templates 
and documentation 

Poorly defined roles and 
responsibilities 

Inadequate or vague 
requirements Stakeholder conflict 

Team weaknesses 
Unrealistic timeframes and 
tasks Competing priorities  

Poor communication Insufficient resources 
(funding and personnel) Business politics 

Overruns of schedule and cost Estimates for cost and 
schedule are erroneous 

Lack of prioritisation and 
project portfolio management 

Scope creep No change control process Meeting end user expectations  

Ignoring project warning signs 
Inadequate testing 
processes  Bad decisions 

Even with the best of intentions or solid plans, project can go awry if they are not managed 
properly. All too often, mishaps can occur (and usually do). This is when the project manager 
must recognise a warning sign and take action. If you understand the difference between 
symptoms and problems and can spot warning signs of project failure, your training will help you 
take steps to right the ship before it keels over. Yes, it's the project manager's responsibility to 
correct the listing no one else. In addition to applying the processes and principles tau ght in 
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project management class, you can also use your personal work skills of communication, 
management, leadership, conflict resolution, and diplomacy to take corrective action. 

During the course of managing a project, the project manager must monitor ac tivities (and 
distractions) from many sources and directions. Complacency can easily set in. When this 
happens, the process of "monitoring" breaks down. This is why the project manager must remain 
in control of a project and be aware of any activity which presents a risk of project failure. Yes, 
this is why "you are paid the big bucks." 

Tom Carlos has over 20 years of cumulative experience in business, technical, and training 
environments. He is a Certified Project Management Professional (PMP) and member of the 
Sacramento Valley PMI Chapter. For other articles on similar subject, you can visit 
www.carlosconsulting.com or contact him at tom@carlosconsulting.com. 

 

Project Smart is the project management resource that helps managers at all 
levels to improve their performance. We provide an important knowledge base 

for those involved in managing projects of all kinds. With regular updates it 
keeps you in touch with the latest project management thinking. 

http://www.projectsmart.co.uk 
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