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Preface

This book is about project success. It reveals a secret for project success: effective 
project leadership. It shows where pure project management falls short and why 
project leadership is the decisive factor for project success. It outlines five simple yet 
powerful leadership principles which, if applied systematically, can help you pave 
the path to project success. This book explains these principles and illustrates how 
you can use them to set up, manage, and align your projects for success. Last but 
not least, it shows you how to become an effective project leader.

In a nutshell, the five principles state that effective project leaders

	 1.	Build vision
	 2.	Nurture collaboration
	 3.	Promote performance
	 4.	Cultivate learning
	 5.	Ensure results

They thus help secure project success.
These five principles are not based on a particular theory or management con-

cept. A vast amount of literature exists on project management, leadership, project 
success, and related topics. This literature is important and valuable. Yet, I did 
not want to write a literature review of the various books on project leadership. 
Although that also may be a valuable exercise, it was not my intention. Instead, I 
wanted to write a practical book based on my own personal experience in project 
management. I wanted to share my insights about project success and my philoso-
phy of project leadership and how it contributes to project success. I was not inter-
ested in building complex theoretical models of project leadership. My aim was to 
develop a guideline for project leadership that can be applied in any kind of project. 
Thus, the project examples I cite come from all kinds of environments, professional 
and nonprofessional. They show that the principles are universal and independent 
of the nature of a project. One third of the book is reserved for practical samples 
showing the leadership principles in action. In addition, the appendices contain 
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practical and easy-to-use templates and guidelines you can immediately apply in 
your projects.

I am not in the position to claim that I have worked, managed, or reviewed only 
successful projects. I have seen and experienced great projects in which everything 
seemed to work. And I have been exposed to death march projects: doomed for fail-
ure from the beginning, or things just did not go well, or the work atmosphere was 
lousy, or there was no team and instead people were fighting rather than working 
together. This is not to say that this is normal. Indeed, I claim that most projects 
can be successful if set up and run correctly. This book will show you how.

It starts with good, solid project management. This is the toolset of a project. 
As such, it can serve as an excellent vehicle, leveling the way to project success. It is 
not, however, sufficient. I have witnessed projects in which the project manager was 
highly skilled in his or her discipline and all tools and templates were based on best 
practices. And yet the project failed or at least did not go as well as expected. Final 
project deliveries were good but the road to this delivery was filled with the debris 
of long hours, low team morale, and dissatisfied customers.

For some time I, too, had thought that project management is the critical suc-
cess factor of a project. Fortunately, I learned that there is much more to it. At the 
beginning of a project I managed earlier in my consulting career I gathered the 
complete project team. We discussed how to ensure project success from the very 
beginning. Then we talked about the hard facts, which in this case was the success-
ful integration of a call center software. And we went beyond these hard factors. We 
talked about how we could delight the customer, how we could ensure high quality 
throughout the project, how we could learn from our mistakes during the project, 
how we could work smart and not hard, and how we could have fun as a team. We 
set out on the project journey on a high note; we wanted to set a new standard for 
project success.

Succeed we did. The project was delivered on time and in budget. From this 
perspective many people would call the project a success no matter what. Analyzing 
the success, we found that it was actually the “softer” objectives that helped us 
deliver the project successfully. Project success was more than the sum of deliver-
ables. The path to the final delivery mattered a great deal. And it was about us as 
the team. We worked together, shared our expertise and experience, grew together, 
and had fun together. Alas, we were human and consequently we made mistakes 
along the way. What was different in this project was what we made out of our mis-
takes. We took them as learning opportunities. We wanted to deliver results and 
thus accepted mistakes as learning steps toward the ultimate delivery of the final 
product. It was a very rewarding experience. And it was insightful, for it revealed 
the five principles I am laying out in this book. We started out the project with a 
common vision, we nurtured collaboration, we performed as individual experts 
and as a team helping each other, we cultivated learning, embracing mistakes as 
learning and growth opportunities, and finally we delivered results. Project man-
agement was an important and valuable element in project success. However, it 

K11559.indb   16 7/23/10   10:21:18 AM



Preface  ◾  xvii

was the vision, collaboration, performance, learning, and results that made the key 
difference. They were and they are the principles for project success. Our project 
success was not a one-time phenomenon or happening at the end of the project. It 
was ongoing; it was a growth process for the duration of the complete project and 
culminated in the final delivery: on time, in budget, at a very high quality, and, last 
but not least, delighting the customer.

Project success is like a journey to a final destination. We can compare it with 
an expedition or tour. Take the image here of a mountain guide showing the path 
to the summit of the mountain. You can see the path in front of the guide. The 
planned route is marked on a map and maybe you can see it in the distance. To 
get to the summit you need to be in a good physical shape and carry the right 
tools with you. Depending on how experienced you are, you may need the help of 
others to reach the summit or you may offer your assistance to other members of 
the expedition. If you have ever hiked a mountain you know that arriving at the 
summit is certainly the climax of your trip. But it is not the only thing that mat-
ters. The ascent to and descent from the summit are just as important. And just as 
joyful. Reaching the summit may be the driver of the mountain tour. If, however, 
this is the only thing you focus on, chances are that you will fail along the way and 
never reach the summit. Hiking through nature, you are exposed to the natural 
elements and must react to changing environments. You may have a plan that has 
proven to be reliable in the past. However, at times you may have to change your 
track. You may need to take a detour or decide to turn back to the base camp and 
try to reach the summit at a later time or maybe not at all. Good, experienced 
tour guides know this. They take on the responsibility for their whole group. They 
want the group to safely reach the summit and return to the base. It is not about 
the performance of individuals, who may be highly skilled and experienced moun-
taineers. The mission is to reach the top together and return home safely. This is 
why the picture I chose for the book cover includes a group of people rather than a 
single individual reaching the summit of a mountain. A mountain tour is, just like 
a project, a team effort.

It is misleading to define project success in static terms, focusing only on the 
final delivery. In the mountain tour example, reaching the summit would represent 
that final delivery. Project success is dynamic and covers the complete path from 
initiation to the final deliverable and project closure. Effective project leaders take 
this into account, just like the experienced mountain guide who plans the tour, 
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takes a group of people to the summit, returns them home safely, and is committed 
to making the tour a joyful and safe experience.

Project leadership and the principles of effective leadership are not limited to 
the role of the project manager or project leader. Indeed, you can apply the five 
principles of effective leadership in any role you fill on a project, whether as the 
official project sponsor, project manager, team member, external consultant, project 
auditor, or any other project role. Applying the leadership principles outlined in this 
book contributes to project success. Alas, by themselves they do not guarantee proj-
ect success. It takes more than a single individual to secure project success. It takes a 
team. The question is how you can increase the chances that your project is moving 
in the right direction. The five leadership principles serve as a guideline to project 
success. It is up to you to apply them in your role and thus make a difference. It 
is a question of leadership. I am claiming that you, too, can apply the leadership 
principles, practice leadership in your role, and thus contribute to project success. It 
may be difficult at times. But it is possible. Every journey, regardless of how long it 
may be, starts with the first step. Take this step and move forward. May this book 
serve as a companion on your journey to project success. I wish you a happy and 
prosperous journey.
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1

1Chapter 

The World of Projects

Nothing astonishes men so much as common sense and plain dealing.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882),
U.S. philosopher, essayist, and poet, from the essay “Art” (1841)

1.1 �T he Nature of Projects
So, what is so special about projects in the first place? Actually, nothing really. 
There have always been projects in our daily life, in both the business world and the 
nonbusiness world. The difference is that today people speak about projects differ-
ently. Maybe it is a modern word and people want to sound important when they 
say it. But still there is nothing new about projects.

An obvious advantage of projects is that they produce results in a predetermined 
and agreed-upon time frame. They can be a relatively short duration of only a day 
or two or long-running projects of several years. The fact is that projects produce 
results, tangible or not. They produce results.

So, what is the definition of a project? I suggest the following: A project is a set 
of activities directed toward commonly agreed-upon objectives to be accomplished in a 
certain time frame which is not endless. The direction of a project is given by its objec-
tives. It is a unique endeavor.

In contrast to projects are ongoing activities or routine jobs. For example, assem-
bling a car in a factory is not a project but, at least for the most part, routine work. 
Tax income form processing by an IRS employee is a routine job, not a project. 
Taking your kids to school is most likely a routine job.
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The Project Management Institute (PMI) offers the following definition of a 
project: “A project is a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, 
service, or result. The temporary nature of projects indicates a definite beginning 
and end. The end is reached when the project’s objectives have been achieved or 
when the project is terminated because its objectives will not or cannot be met, 
or when the need for the project no longer exists” (Project Management Institute, 
2008, p. 5).

What all common definitions of a project have in common are that a project is a 
unique endeavor, framed by a given time frame defined by a set start and end date.

Let’s talk about some project examples. For most readers, projects in business 
seem most familiar: development of a new product, integration of new software, 
building a bridge or a house, and so forth. In politics, the planning of and running 
an election campaign can be considered a project. It has a set start date and a fixed 
end date, which happens to be election day, and it yields results. Another example 
is the founding of a preschool, from the initial planning date until opening day. 
Planning a summer camp for a youth group is a project. So is the preparation for a 
party, whether it is a family party or festivities for your organization or company. If 
you are involved in a club, a fundraising marathon is a project.

One can find endless examples of projects. Tom Peters (2007) goes as far as 
claiming that all white collar work these days is and actually has to be project work. 
“And not just any project, no matter how droning, boring, and dull, but rather 
what … I come to call ‘Wow Projects’: projects that add value, projects that matter, 
projects that make a difference, projects that leave a legacy … .”

I was fortunate that most of the projects I worked on or managed, inside and 
outside of business, met these requirements. It was not the nature of the projects. 
It was the attitude of the whole team and its desire to create something special. 
All of my wow projects started with a clear vision; clear enough to become emo-
tional about it. We could see, smell, and feel the expected end results. This was a 
strong driver in our day-to-day activities. Other attributes of these projects were 
that collaboration was working: roles and responsibilities were defined, team mem-
bers’ expectations articulated and accounted for, and all were reviewed regularly, 
adapting them where necessary. We nourished teamwork and the freedom to act 
for a common goal. Creating and nurturing an innovative learning environment, 
an atmosphere where feedback was sincere, honest, and constructive, was another 
success factor. It was about helping and learning from each other. Last but not 
least, the wow projects were about delivering results, not just the final deliverable. 
Instead, we set weekly goals to work on and deliver. This meant we always had a 
good sense of accomplishment. Project success became success for all of us.

Projects are everywhere. They are prevalent. As such, it seems that everyone is, 
has already been, or will be involved in a project in one way or another. From this 
perspective, there is nothing special about a project. The distinguishing factor we 
will shed light on in this book is what project success entails. It is easy to talk about 
a project. It is another matter to lead a project to success.
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Before elaborating on project success, let’s once more return to the key charac-
teristics of a project. The multitude of characteristics are too numerous to list on 
this page or even in a single book. Let’s review the core ones.

Projects have objectives. They want to achieve something in a given time frame. 
They need not have a certain duration. Projects can be short-run, such as planning a 
birthday party, or long-run, such as planning a mission to Mars. The duration does 
not matter so much to the definition of a project as the fact that every project has an 
end date. Without an end date, it is most likely not a project and instead an ongoing 
activity or routine job. Hence, the duration of a typical project is project-specific. 
No official definition exists for what the duration should be.

A project is usually run by a team of people who serve in different roles. Usually it 
involves a project manager, whose job is to manage the project to success. In addition 
to the project team, people outside the project may have an interest in and influence on 
the project. Let’s have a closer look at all the roles, within and outside of the team.

The project team provides for both formal or informal roles. Often there is a distinct 
role of project manager. The project manager is in charge of the project; he or she is 
responsible and often accountable for the success of the project. Project players can also 
be found outside the inner circle of the project. Many people have a keen interest in the 
success — or failure — of your project, including the customers and the project sponsor 
who initiated the project. If you work in a corporate setting, your company may have a 
project management office that coordinates several projects and makes sure they are all 
in sync with the overall corporate strategy. Other important project players include line 
managers, who may compete for the same people who are working on your project.

In short, it would be wrong to assume that project players can be found only in 
the innermost circle of your project. Look outside of your core team and assess your 
environment. You will find more players than you initially thought possible. Some 
will play a more significant role than others and may require greater attention.

You may think that having your team in one location is normal. This may be so 
in some cases but not all. A single project can take place in one or numerous loca-
tions. Today’s business world is becoming smaller. A couple of years ago it could 
not be imagined that projects could be run on several continents. It is still the same 
team but not in the same location. Thanks to technology, it has become possible to 
communicate with team members no matter where they are located in the world. 
We call these teams distributed teams.

Going a step further, it is now possible to run a project and never meet your 
own team members. These are called virtual teams. This, too, has become normal 
business to many companies in our global marketplace. The same scenario can hap-
pen in your community, in a nonbusiness environment. Say, for example, you are 
organizing a soccer tournament. You have set up a planning committee, the mem-
bers of which are distributed across your region. You talk to them on the phone and 
exchange emails, but may not meet until the day of the tournament. Yet you were 
part of a team. Thus, distributed and virtual teams are not limited to the business 
world. They are closer and more normal than you think.
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When you set up your project you take people from other groups. In a corpo-
rate environment your company is organized in different departments, called line 
organizations. These departments may follow routine jobs. Your project could be 
embedded in one department, or it may transcend department boundaries, affecting 
and involving several departments. In this case, your project adds another level of 
complexity to the organizational environment. This is called a matrix organization. 
If your project exists in its own environment without breaking or transcending any 
line organization you may be working in a project organization. Which one is best 
depends on the project. Each has its advantages and disadvantages. Although the 
matrix organization is the most common in business these days, it is also the most 
complex. One of its greatest advantages can also be a source of potential conflict. 
Namely, on the one hand a matrix organization may facilitate cross-functional work 
across organizational boundaries. On the other hand, some organizational units 
may oppose this kind of work and withdraw their support of your project. Conflict is 
predetermined. It takes effective project management to cope with this challenge.

One thing is certain: your project does not exist in a vacuum. In rare cases your 
project may be totally isolated from others. For example, certain scientific research 
may fall under this category. Your research project may be isolated to you but not to 
others. You may not see any dependencies to other projects because your project may 
be the dominant one. But dependencies may exist if you rely on input from others 
or vice versa. There may also be interdependencies where other seemingly unrelated 
projects affect those that have an impact on yours. For example, you have obtained all 
the required input for your research, but then another project in your organization is 
given greater priority and a higher budget. That project will thus use money that was 
originally planned for your research. You may have had no interest in the other project, 
yet it affected you because now you may be short of money to fund your research.

In a nutshell, projects always exist in a social and organizational environment 
that can be complex and interdependent. Some projects are totally isolated, as men-
tioned above. However, for the purpose of this book I assume that every project 
exists in a social environment that is complex and interdependent. One can also 
assume that every project, to some extent, exists in a chaotic environment. It is not 
possible to account for all circumstances in your project plan. This is yet another 
reason to talk about guidance and leadership. Someone has to tell us which way to 
go and that there is a light at the end of the tunnel, an answer to this, and project 
success. This cornerstone to project success is called project management.

1.2 �P roject Management as a Cornerstone 
of Project Success

First, let me be quite frank: project management is NOT the only or even single-
most-important element to project success. It is a cornerstone, a single stone, not 
the whole house. It is a very important stone though. It gives the house a frame 
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with which to start. Some people may even consider it to be the first cornerstone. 
I am not one of them. Project success is not equal to the appropriate application of 
project management. It entails much more. The end result of your project matters 
as much as how you get there. We will return to a definition of project success later. 
For now, let’s record that project management can facilitate project success. It is 
important and necessary for project success, but it is not sufficient. Before I explain 
why this is so, let’s have a closer look at the scope of project management.

Project management is the activity that helps initiate, plan, conduct, monitor, 
control, and close a project. It encompasses knowledge areas such as scope, time, 
cost, quality, risk, procurement management, and basic management skills. These 
management skills are common to other management activities, not project spe-
cific. Two examples include communication and team building.

Project management is important. Let there be no doubt. That is, a project can-
not be run without project management, be it formal or informal. You need to have 
something that holds things together. Underlying is the assumption that we need 
some form of order to organize and run a project. Someone has to do something. 
In this sense, project management helps set a frame, providing structure and order 
to potential chaos. Without this structure a project leads to nowhere; it will most 
likely fail, if it ever takes off.

Project management is not limited to one person. All team members can be 
engulfed in project management. In other words, project management is not lim-
ited to the project manager. Keep in mind that we are talking about the general 
meaning of project management and not the individual role of a project manager.

So, what are the key elements to project management? There are many, yes. This 
is not surprising, given that we have just learned something about the complexity of 
projects. Taking a linear approach to projects and project management, we discover 
five key activities of project management: project initiation, project planning, project 
execution, project monitoring and controlling, and, last but not least, project closure. 
This is more or less the common, most widespread understanding of project manage-
ment. It is linear in the sense that it makes us believe that a project always goes through 
these activity phases in this order. Indeed, this may be so in most projects. However, 
in reality this assumption does not hold true anymore. Projects can fluctuate from one 
phase to another. Figure 1.1 provides a graph of the first linear approach, where the line 
depicts the planned, linear project progress. However, after project completion, if you 
were to graph how things really went, it may look like the graph in Figure 1.2, where 
the jagged line depicts the actual project progress, which is clearly nonlinear.

Sound too abstract and theoretical? Let’s take the example of building a house. 
Let’s say you wanted to build your own home. You even have a picture in your mind 
of how it will look. You can imagine what it will be like to move in and to live in the 
home. You foresee the planning phase, talking with construction workers, agencies, 
your bank, and so forth. You are ready to go. You have sketched a first blueprint 
and have checked your finances. You think you are ready to start construction 
when your bank calls to tell you that it needs another form of security from you. 
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Or, 2 weeks after construction has started, you find out that the blueprint doesn’t 
include the second bathroom you asked for on the first floor. You must go back to 
the planning phase — parallel to constructing your house.

There is nothing wrong with the linear approach, taken as a model or frame-
work. It certainly helps structure a project. But it does not naturally explain the key 
elements to project management. The graph in Figure 1.2 shows very clearly that 
real life can deviate from the planned line and may go in a different direction. Life 
is not linear. It is complex and oftentimes chaotic.

So, what are key common elements, even in chaotic projects? I think there are four:

	 1.	Vision, goals, and objectives. Every project has a goal. It may not meet formal crite-
ria of measurable results, but still, all projects are meant to achieve something.

	 2.	People. Every project involves people, communication, and collaboration. I 
cannot think of a single project that does not involve people. Projects always 
exist in a social environment.
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	 3.	Results. Project management is aimed to help produce results. This means that 
someone or a group of people pick up something (a goal, objective, vision) 
and want to build toward it. They all want results.

	 4.	Management skills. They could be technical or mechanical in nature, such as 
time, scope, cost, or procurement management, or they could have a social 
nature, such as communication and team building.

Where does this lead us with respect to a project manager? Who is this project 
manager? What role does he or she play? Are project managers like superman, run-
ning the whole show? Or are they the administrator of some plans? Maybe project 
managers just facilitate the team to perform and do the work and produce results? 
The answer is that there is no single answer. It is unlikely that the project manager 
is always superman, doing all the jobs, saving an ailing project, producing all results 
alone and taking the glory. There may be projects like this. However, I cannot think 
of a project I was involved in where this was expected from the project manager. 
With respect to the other possible roles: coach, administrator, facilitator, leader, and 
so forth, yes, there are many examples where this holds true. But again, it depends 
on the situation. Not too helpful, you might think? Take this with you: a project 
manager may fill many roles. However, one thing is certain: do not expect a project 
manager to be superman who saves the world — or your project.

1.3 �A  Common Theme: Projects in Trouble
Let’s have a look again at the key elements of project management: project ini-
tiation, planning, conducting, monitoring, controlling, closing and vision, objec-
tives, people, communication, and results. All of these elements seem so simple and 
straight forward. And they are. Project management is a lot about common sense. It 
is not complicated if you think of these elements as the key to project management. 
But why then do so many projects fail? Let’s have a look at some numbers.

The Standish Group’s CHAOS report (The Standish Group, 2009a) contains 
some of the most quoted statistics of project success rates. Although this report 
analyzes mostly IT projects, the numbers can be translated to other industries 
and practices as well. Their press release of April 23, 2009, summarized the main 
findings of the 2009 report, stating that only 32% of all projects succeeded, in the 
sense that they delivered the required scope on time and on budget. According 
to the report, “44% were challenged which are late, over budget, and/or with less 
than the required features and functions and 24% failed which are cancelled 
prior to completion or delivered and never used” (The Standish Group, 2009b).

These numbers are frustrating and disturbing. No, they are alarming. Something 
must be wrong here. Why do so many projects fail? After all, it is all common sense, 
right? Well, what we can say at this point already is that common sense is not equal 
to common practice. This is a truism. Granted. And it is true. Actually it may drive 
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people nuts when you ask them why they are not practicing what they think is 
normal and common sense.

Let’s have a look at some common themes of projects in trouble. There can be 
discrepancies between the goals, scope, budget, time, and quality expectations and 
requirements. There may be cost overruns. The team atmosphere is lousy. The boss 
doesn’t support you. Politics are involved that make life for your project miserable. 
Nobody cares about time limits; milestones are regularly missed and not moni-
tored. Let’s look at some examples:

Consider a public project of resurfacing a highway. The project budget and ◾◾
construction schedule had been defined early on. Unfortunately, the project 
turned out to be over budget and several weeks overdue.
The goal of an IT project was to replace an existing software application in ◾◾
the marketing department of the company. Development work was finished 
on time but the marketing department refused to sign off on the new applica-
tion because it did not meet its requirements.
The target date for the rollout of a toll billing system for trucks on German ◾◾
major highways was originally scheduled for the middle of August 2003. 
It was repeatedly delayed. Finally, in January 2005 the system opened, 16 
months after the original deadline.

I could go on citing examples of failing projects. But that is not the point. What 
is important to understand are the underlying reasons for project trouble and fail-
ure. The CHAOS report is one example for listing the most common reasons for 
project failure, and there are other reports available.

My own experience tells me that five key factors lead to project failure:

	 1.	Lack of vision. The objectives are neither clearly defined nor mutually under-
stood by those running and being involved in the project. Consequently, the 
scope of the project is vague and the timeline leading to the target end date is 
anything but realistic.

	 2.	Lack of a functioning team. Instead, there is an accumulation of people who 
may or may not work together. Insular work is common. Communication is 
held to a minimum. Collaboration is poor.

	 3.	The team as a whole or individuals do not perform as they ought to.
	 4.	No reflection of its own behavior. People do not react to changes, but instead 

stick to old patterns. Learning does not take place.
	 5.	No regular interim results. People may work together, but they do not pro-

duce results. If results are produced, they may be late or of low quality.

Does this apply only to projects in the business world? No. Take the following 
real example: In my hometown a group of parents was upset about heavy traffic. It 
was difficult and dangerous for their kids to cross one of the main streets in town. 
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All the parents agreed that a new traffic light was necessary, allowing the kids to 
cross the street safely by controlling traffic. They started collecting signatures. In 
less than 3 weeks they collected 200 signatures. This was an impressive number. 
They took the signature lists to the local mayor and asked for his support to release 
the necessary budget money. Unfortunately, the mayor was not convinced of the 
need for a new traffic light and turned down their request. The parents protested 
but could not change the mayor’s mind. Frustrated, the parents gave up and the 
project died.

What went wrong? First of all, this project did have a goal: a traffic light. 
Clearly this was not the cause for project failure. Problems arose because the par-
ents focused solely on support from the mayor. However, the mayor was only one 
person, and the budget authority lay with the town council. Unfortunately, none 
of the town council members were informed or involved in the project. Another 
cause for the project failure was the lack of reflection on the parents’ part. Once the 
mayor signaled his skepticism about the project, the parents did not challenge him, 
nor did they ask themselves what else they could do to achieve the project objec-
tives. Instead, they gave up.

As much as projects are part of everyday life, so is trouble and project failure, 
it seems. However, do not generalize this statement that most projects are doomed 
for failure right from the beginning. When talking about projects in trouble, one 
should distinguish between those that are merely ailing and those that are indeed 
doomed to fail. Ailing projects can be realigned to their original or modified objec-
tives if the necessary changes are made. In the case of failing projects, you may 
sooth the pain, but it is impossible to rescue the project, or at least it is very difficult 
and unlikely that you will succeed. Project objectives are no longer achievable.

An example of an ailing project was the construction of the Olympic stadium for 
the Summer Olympic Games 2000 in Athens, Greece. Two years prior to the open-
ing ceremony the construction was way behind schedule. The construction crews 
managed to catch up and barely finished the stadium before the Olympic Games.

An example of a failing project was the idea to build a high-speed train connec-
tion between the Munich Airport and the Munich Central Station in Germany. 
Whereas public resistance to the project was moderate at the beginning of the plan-
ning phase, it strengthened the more it became apparent that the original budgeted 
project cost would most likely explode and even double. The objectives of building 
and operating an economical train connection were no longer achievable. The proj-
ect was canceled before the first construction worker could arrive.

Don’t think that if you are faced with or involved in a failing project there is 
nothing you can do. Regardless of your role, if you want to demonstrate leadership 
you can always act, and actually you must act. This is even more true in the case of 
an ailing project, which can still be saved.

You can try realigning the project, by yourself or with others. We will talk about 
possible approaches for realigning ailing projects later in this book. And even in the 
case of a failing project there are things you can do. You can run away, hold still, 
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swallow and wait for better times, hope for a miracle, or do nothing. Or, if you are 
the person in charge of the project, you can cancel the project. Indeed, canceling a 
project may be the only right thing to do. Don’t have the illusion that every project 
has to finish successfully. First of all, we have learned that a majority of projects do 
fail for various reasons. Once you realize that your project falls into this category 
you may seriously consider canceling it. It may save time and resources and, on your 
part, lots of nerves and energy.

Regardless of whether you have to cancel a project or manage to realign it, you 
can learn a lot from such project rescue missions. This is true whether you have 
been actively involved in such a situation or simply read about it. Failing and ail-
ing projects offer valuable lessons. The main thing you want to learn is how to set 
up a project the correct way right from the beginning. You want to learn how to 
create and nurture your project right from its initiating stage. There is no law that 
projects first have to fail in order to succeed. When you start a new project, set it 
up for success from the beginning. That this is no illusion is shown in the follow-
ing example.

Let’s return to the story of the futile attempt by parents to get a traffic light. One 
year later, a new group of parents formed. They were aware of the previous failed 
attempt to get a new traffic light. Although the new group had the same goals, they 
did not focus only on a safe passage for their own children. They expanded the vision 
to include senior citizens and everybody else who had a hard time crossing the road. 
Prior to starting their signature initiative they informed the town council members 
and secured their support for the project. In addition, they involved local schools and 
businesses. Last but not least, they talked with the local newspapers, which ran reports 
on the new project. Initially, the mayor was still skeptical. When he realized the proj-
ect enjoyed strong public support, he changed his mind and jumped on the band-
wagon. Within a few weeks the town council released the necessary budget money for 
the new traffic light. Six months later the new traffic light was in operation.

This example shows that just because a project failed before doesn’t mean it 
won’t work the next time around, provided we identify the root causes of the pre-
vious failure and resolve them, or just avoid them right from the beginning. It 
is therefore wrong to assume that most projects are doomed for failure or that 
troubled projects inevitably lead to failure.

1.4 � Leadership and Project Success
Successful projects are not figments of imagination. They happen. Daily. It is up 
to you if you want your project to be one of them. Earlier we learned that project 
management is mostly common sense.

Well, now it is up to you to put this common sense into action. Practice com-
mon sense. Follow through. And inspire your team to follow you. Lead the pack 
and move along as a team.
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This does not happen overnight. Some people think that it is sufficient for the team 
to acknowledge and practice common sense. I am saying that this is not sufficient. Yes, 
it takes a team to run a project. But it takes at least one person to lead the pack.

The right and appropriate project management skills are crucial. In addition, 
you must have an understanding of basic leadership principles, and you have to live 
them. The combination of project management and leadership principles yields 
project leadership. Corollary, not every project manager is a project leader.

The team is equally important for project success. The collaboration within 
the team and the performance of each individual team member as well as the per-
formance of the team as one unit are critical factors for project success. Without a 
performing team it is difficult to secure project success. A performing team does 
not fall from heaven. It is possible that teams successfully organize themselves into 
a performing unit. There may even be the absence of formal project management as 
we know it. But don’t be fooled. Every performing team still needs rigid boundaries 
within it functions.

Performing teams can evolve from within, but you have to ignite this fire of 
performance and you have to set boundaries within the team for it to function. If 
you want to generate results out of seemingly chaos you have to build structure that 
enables creativity, innovation, and results. Helping build and sustain this structure 
is the leadership we will be talking about in this book. Project management pro-
vides excellent tools to build this structure. By themselves the tools are not suffi-
cient for project success. Unless you gear them into the right direction, they remain 
ineffective. If you want to secure project success you have to understand what it 
takes to set the right direction. Project management alone will not do the trick. It 
takes leadership — your leadership. Without project leadership there is no direction 
in project management. Leadership is the decisive factor for improving the chances 
for projects to succeed. Consequently, effective project management needs to have 
a solid foundation based in project leadership. Without leadership, chances are that 
a project will be “just another project.”

It is up to you which project you prefer. If you are interested in successful 
projects and what leadership principles help you achieve them, continue reading. 
Leadership principles are not rocket science. Why? Because the five leadership prin-
ciples I propose in this book are based on common sense. They are not abstract 
ideas or figments of our imagination. They work because they are based on real-life 
project experience. Because they are common sense, it is not difficult to understand 
and apply them and demonstrate true leadership.

This book will tell you what it takes and how to get there. The first part of 
the book introduces the concept of the project leadership pyramid. This pyramid 
comprises the five leadership principles for project success. The second part of the 
book will put the project leadership pyramid into practice. It includes practical 
examples for how you can apply the five leadership principles in your daily project 
life. The final part of the book (Part III) details how you can become an effective 
project leader.
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1.5 �A pplication Suggestions
Think of two projects of your choice. One should be a project that could serve as 
an example of a project in trouble, the other one a project that runs or has run 
smoothly and to your full satisfaction.

	 1.	Answer the following questions about each project:
	 a.	 What are the objectives of this project? Are they mutually understood 

and even agreed by everyone involved in the project?
	 b.	 Do you have clear roles and responsibilities in the project? How is the 

atmosphere on the project?
	 c.	 Does everyone speak openly and freely? Or are communication channels 

obscured and blocked?
	 d.	 Does every person and the team perform as expected? What is done if an 

individual or maybe even the whole team is not performing as expected 
and/or required?

	 e.	 Do you stick to your plan? How do you react to changes in the project 
situation?

	 f.	 How often do you deliver results? Do they meet minimal requirements?
	 2.	Compare your notes and identify the three most important factors that affect 

or have affected the success of your project.
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2Chapter 

Introducing the Project 
Leadership Pyramid

Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things.

Peter Drucker (1909–2005),
top management thinker of his time

2.1 �T he Difference between 
Management and Leadership

Let’s start with the hypothesis I set forth in the last chapter: “Effective project man-
agement needs to have a solid foundation based in project leadership.” What does 
this mean for project management and how does it relate to this book? First, we 
need to distinguish between management and leadership, between managers and 
leaders, and alas, between project managers and project leaders. There is a differ-
ence. A big difference. Leaders define a direction. They take the initiative and take 
responsibility. At the end of the day they are accountable for the outcome of their 
projects. Managers, on the other hand, take orders, they do their job to the best of 
their abilities, and they are assigned to certain roles and responsibilities. Leaders 
act, managers react.

“Now, wait a minute!” you may exclaim, “I am a project manager and I am tak-
ing the initiative. I am not reacting. I am proactive and I am held accountable for 
the outcome of my project. Why do you still distinguish between a project manager 
and a project leader?” The answer is simple. As a project manager you can be or 
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become a project leader when you practice the principles of leadership. Combining 
project management skills with leadership principles constitutes the foundation for 
effective project management. The difference is that on the one hand you may have 
a project manager whereas on the other hand you have an effective project manager 
who possesses traits of a leader and lives by leadership principles. This is the differ-
ence between an ordinary project manager and an effective project manager and 
project leader. And yet there are also overlaps. Take, for example, the basic project 
management skills. The hypothesis claims that project leaders must be knowledge-
able and competent in project management skills. Corollary, proclaimed project 
leaders without project management skills can hardly be good project leaders. As a 
matter of fact, I would not consider them project leaders in the first place.

2.2 �T he Power of Simplicity
It is simplicity that makes the uneducated more effective than the edu-
cated when addressing popular audiences.

Aristotle (384–322 BC),
rhetoric, Greek critic, philosopher, physicist, and zoologist

Can a project manager become a project leader? Yes, absolutely. Project manage-
ment is in most cases common sense. Project leadership is no different. It, too, is 
based on common sense. It is interesting to see that there is a plethora of books and 
articles about leadership. There are so many things the authors want you to think 
you have to consider when you want to become a leader. It could very well be so. 
But does this help you to become one? I doubt it.

Experience shows that we can best work with a few principles at a time. Many 
factors must be taken into account for effective leadership. Still, you can work 
best by keeping just a few principles in mind that you actually strive to live. 
Academically, this is based on chunk theory. Miller (1956) noted that the memory 
capacity of young adults is around seven elements, called chunks, around seven 
for digits, six for letters, and five for words. If this holds true for young adults, 
the rest of us who do not consider ourselves “young” adults anymore likely have a 
similarly limited capacity. The fact is, it is easier to focus on five principles rather 
than ten or more.

Some time ago I read an interesting and inspiring book about the manage-
ment and leadership principles of a very successful company in the entertainment 
industry (Cockerrell, 2008). It listed ten principles to live by. All of them were con-
vincing and, yes, actually they were common sense. A few days later I told a friend 
about this book and how much I liked it. My friend then asked me about the first 
principle. Something unbelievable took place: I could not remember the principles 
one by one. I understood the overall idea behind them but I could not quote them 
anymore. Now, you may say that I suffered from temporary memory loss; maybe 
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I was tired or just had not paid close attention when I read the book. No, none of 
these were true. There were just too many principles to remember at the moment.

Let me share an example of the opposite case, where a single rule produced 
amazing results. A couple of years ago I managed a project the objective of which 
was to integrate a new piece of software in record time. The go-live date of the new 
application was fixed and so was the budget. In striving for the successful comple-
tion of the project right from the beginning, I suggested to the team one outstand-
ing theme to be the main foundation of our daily work: “Work smart, not hard!” I 
encouraged the team to try to actively live by this theme right from the start. This 
was reflected in the objective to use a best practice approach to project manage-
ment and software development wherever possible and to share knowledge, experi-
ences, and methodology. Newly learned lessons were discussed and documented on 
a weekly basis.1

The project turned out to be a huge success. Not only were we able to deliver 
on time and in budget, but throughout the project life there was a high level of 
collaboration, performance, and learning on the individual and team levels. We 
all worked smart — and had a lot of fun along the way. This simple slogan was 
coined for the project and teamwork from the very first day. In the beginning it 
was a slogan. Gradually, we internalized it and it became second nature and yielded 
great results.

This example shows us that you don’t need a long list of instructions for how 
to lead your project to success. I prefer simple rules and principles. In this case, less 
is more, especially when there are five simple principles we can easily remember, 
understand, and live by.2

2.3 � Common Themes of Leadership
So, what are the five leadership principles to which I refer?

There are countless books, articles, and opinions about leadership and what it 
takes to become and be a leader. Identifying the project leadership principles that 
I will be describing in this book, I did not limit my search to project management, 
whether it be project management books, best practices, or my own experience. 
I expanded my search to our daily world. I asked what distinguishes true leaders 
from “normal” people and followers. I ended up consolidating the following five 
common themes.

1	 I described the project set-up in a presentation at the PMI Global Congress (Juli, 2003).
2	 By this token, Thomas G. Johns (2008, p. 3) states that “Guidelines for … a [complex 

project management] system, as described by Morgan (2006), is to build a good enough 
‘vision’ and replace intricate (complex) strategic plans with a few short, simple statements 
that describe the general direction that the organization is pursuing and perhaps a few 
basic boundaries.”
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All of the great leaders that come to my mind had a vision they talked about and 
followed. They inspired people. Second, it was not just them speaking and making 
the magic. They reached a large number of people who were convinced enough to 
follow them. Then they all worked together to go after the vision. Third, the leaders 
did not just talk about their vision. They acted and were role models. They knew what 
they were talking about. Fourth, they were open for feedback, adjusting their strate-
gies to changing environments. Last, they delivered results and not mere words.

There are so many public figures we consider leaders and role models, including 
Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., John F. Kennedy, and many more. 
Gandhi led an entire nation to independence from the former colonial power of 
Great Britain. Martin Luther King led the desegregation movement in the United 
States. John F. Kennedy set out the vision of putting a man on the moon before the 
end of a decade. All of them had a vision, they inspired people, they walked their 
own talk, they showed flexibility by adjusting their strategies to changing environ-
ments and circumstances, and they made a lasting difference. The question, then, 
is how we can translate these leadership themes to the needs of the project world. 
What are the principles of effective project leadership?

2.4 �T he Five Principles of Effective Project Leadership
The five leadership principles for project success are as follows:

	 1.	Build vision. Sharing a common vision and goals and having the same under-
standing about tracking the progress toward this vision is one of the key fac-
tors in the success of a project and team.

	 2.	Nurture collaboration. A performing team yields synergy effects; the impos-
sible becomes possible. This is why active team collaboration is crucial.

	 3.	Promote performance. Planning is good and important. At the end of the day 
you and your team have to perform. As a leader it is your responsibility to 
create an environment that promotes performance, on both the individual 
and team levels.

	 4.	Cultivate learning. As humans we all make mistakes. Effective leaders encour-
age their teams to explore new avenues and to make mistakes and learn from 
them. An effective leader builds in sufficient time for the team to learn, cre-
ate, and innovate.

	 5.	Ensure results. Delivering results is both a prerequisite and an outcome of 
effective project leadership. Project delivery is a team effort, not an individual 
effort. The effective project leader builds and guides the team to deliver results 
by incorporating the first four leadership principles.

All five leadership principles combined encompass the core of effective project 
leadership.
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Take again the earlier leadership examples of Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and John F. Kennedy. They had many things in common. They talked 
about their visions of building something new (vision principle). They inspired and 
motivated people to make the necessary changes (collaboration principle). They 
utilized their strength; they did what they preached (performance principle). Their 
vision was not built in a vacuum; it was based on facts, taking the environment into 
account (learning principle). And, last but not least, they all ensured long-lasting 
results (results principle).

2.5 �T he Metaphor of the Pyramid
Together, the five leadership principles described here build the project leadership 
pyramid (Figure 2.1). The principle at the top of this pyramid is the first principle 
(build vision), followed by nurture collaboration, promote performance, cultivate 
learning, and, at the base of the pyramid, ensure results.

The pyramid is a powerful image. I use this image for a simple reason: Although I 
think building vision is probably the most important principle of effective leadership, 
the bottom line most people see or want to see is results. Thus vision is at the top and 
results at the foundation of the pyramid. Collaboration, performance, and learning 
are necessary building blocks of the pyramid. They are framed by vision and results.

Visually speaking, when you approach a pyramid from a far distance, you first 
see the top. In our case, vision is at the top of the pyramid. As you get closer, you 
see more of the pyramid until at last you are standing in front of the first row of the 
building blocks (results). Looking upward, you may feel overwhelmed by the size 
of the pyramid. It may not even be possible to see the top of the pyramid (vision). 
Alas, you know that it exists. It was the first thing that you could see and what 
caught your attention. It guided you all the way to the base of the pyramid. If you 

Build
Vision

Nurture
Collaboration

Cultivate
Learning

Ensure
Results

Promote
Performance

Figure 2.1 T he project leadership pyramid.
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now want to understand the secrets of the pyramid, you have to go inside. You have 
to explore the pyramid. This book explains the structure of the project leadership 
pyramid and reveals the secrets inside.

2.6 �S tructure of Part I
In the following chapters we will first elaborate on each of the five principles sepa-
rately. We then analyze how the five principles interact with each other. You will 
find that there is not one single principle that is the most important element of 
effective project leadership. Instead, effective project leadership is made up of the 
whole project leadership pyramid. Effective project leaders apply all five principles 
as one unit. Each chapter in Part I will conclude with a discussion of how to apply 
the specific principle to various roles. What we will see is that regardless of your 
role on a project, may it be as the project sponsor, project manager, team member, 
or auditor, the principles hold true. They are project independent. This makes them 
quite powerful.

2.7 �A pplication Suggestions
Think of five leaders in your environment (personal, business, or public life):

	 1.	What distinguishes them from others?
	 2.	What are the key principles you can distill from analyzing their behavior?
	 3.	How could you transfer these principles into your daily project life?
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3Chapter 

Principle 1: Build Vision

The reason most people never reach their goals is that they don’t define 
them, or ever seriously consider them as believable or achievable. 
Winners can tell you where they are going, what they plan to do along 
the way, and who will be sharing the adventure with them.

Denis E. Waitley (1933–),
American motivational speaker and writer

3.1 � Vision
There are several reasons why building vision is the first leadership principle. From 
an image approach, it is the tip of the pyramid you see from the distance. It guides 
you; it gives you a direction to walk toward. From a content perspective vision, it 
gives your project meaning, the reason for its existence. Let’s look at an example.

A couple of years ago my wife and I were deeply frustrated that there was no 
reliable preschool in our town. Our eldest daughter had just finished attending a 
preschool that, unfortunately, closed shortly after, and there was no other preschool 
in our community. This is why we were looking for a preschool for our youngest 
daughter. There were other preschools in the region. However, they were overpriced 
or had a waiting list of 1 year or longer. This was clearly no solution to our problem. 
We needed to have a reliable preschool, allowing my wife to return to work for at 
least a few hours every week. In addition, we were convinced that a preschool was 
good for our children. One evening we met with other parents who faced a similar 
situation and were equally frustrated. We talked about what a relief it would be to 
have a reliable preschool in our town. We visualized the daily routines, the happy 
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kids, you name it. At one time I stopped the discussion and asked why we couldn’t 
found a preschool by ourselves. We had a vision of the preschool — saw its daily 
operations, the happy and smiling kids. We saw how happy we were. Soon our 
initial skepticism of founding and running a preschool was replaced by excitement 
and an entrepreneurial spirit. We had nothing to lose and everything to gain. One 
week later we met again and founded an organization as the legal prerequisite for 
the preschool to develop. Only 9 months later we opened a preschool in our town. 
Six years later, the preschool is still operating and has expanded in size. It has 
become an institution in our community.

There were a number of reasons why this project turned out to be a huge suc-
cess. The cornerstone of our success was our vision and our belief in it. The vision 
of founding and running our own reliable and affordable preschool drove our daily 
doing, planning. In the beginning we did not have the faintest clue how exactly 
we could realize our vision. And there were a lot of obstacles ahead of us. People 
and other organizations told us that it would take at least 2 to 3 years to found a 
preschool. Well, we proved them wrong. Our vision carried us, helped overcome 
obstacles. Maybe our vision even caused us to overlook the obvious obstacles and 
master them without much hassle. We proved our critics wrong and accomplished 
the seemingly impossible in less than a year.

This story illustrates that having the right vision can carry you a long way. 
The right vision defines the direction of your project. It constitutes the reason for 
initiating your project in the first place. It sets the tone of the overall project and 
what you want to achieve. It helps overcome obstacles because it is a driving force. 
You may compare it to a 10 hurdle dash. The sprinter has to run over 10 hurdles. 
He takes each hurdle one by one. What drives him, though, is the need to cross 
the finish line before his competitors. The vision is to win the race. Crossing the 
hurdles, which are actually obstacles, does not constitute vision but milestones on 
the way to the finish line.

A vision need not be described in “hard” words, like a formal project objective 
statement (to be discussed later). Indeed, you may want to describe your project 
vision in soft, flowery words. What is most important is that your vision is motivat-
ing and inspiring on a personal and emotional level. It needs to be able to create 
excitement and a drive in those who will help achieve it. It needs to move people 
to action.

Some time ago I came across a vision story about a construction project 
(Simmons, 2006, p. 16–17). A visitor wanted to find out what all the people in a 
town were working on. He approached each worker to ask about his or her tasks. 
The first worker replied that he was a brick layer. The second worker told him that 
he was building a wall. Then he asked a third worker. This one explained to him 
that he and the other people were building a cathedral.

What do you think was the most powerful answer, carrying the whole team 
toward the goal: the first, second, or third answer the visitor got? The vision of 
building a cathedral moved hundreds of people over a long time. They could not see 
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it yet but they visualized it. The vision constituted a purpose of individual projects 
such as building a wall.

I can transfer the story to a project of mine where we integrated new software 
for a call center of an online bank (Juli, 2002). The vision that drove this IT project 
was not technical in nature. The vision of the company was to improve overall cus-
tomer service and make the customer calling technical service happy. The project 
was technical, but the vision went beyond the technology and was purely business 
driven, putting the end customer at the center of attention. The project of integrat-
ing new call center software was a mere stepping stone toward this vision.

The key to building vision is that people need to be able to relate to the vision in their 
daily activities. Give them the chance to identify themselves with the vision. Involve 
them in building this vision and participate in making it real. This helps build rapport 
and the necessary buy-in from those people to realize the project. Make them fans of the 
vision. Let it constitute their motivation and passion. Let them rave about it.

The secret of a good project vision is that it portrays a direction of the project in 
a way that people can relate to it. The right project vision is the foundation of every 
successful project. It is the cornerstone of success.

3.2 �P roject Objectives
Building vision does not mean that developing and defining formal project objec-
tives is of little or no importance. The opposite is the case. Actually, defining proj-
ect objectives is one of the key project success factors, no doubt about it. Take the 
example of our preschool. The vision we had was to build and run a reliable and 
affordable preschool. From the start we had very specific ideas in mind. We said 
that we wanted to open the doors of the preschool within a year, that the pre-
school should stay affordable (actually, we set explicit maximum target fees), that 
the building should be safe and big enough, and so forth. We filled the vision with 
life, not mere words. We broke down the vision until we had very specific objectives 
on which to focus.

A vision sets the overall picture of your project. Project objectives qualify this 
vision, make it specific. Project objectives thus constitute the concrete foundation of 
your specific project, for planning, conducting, monitoring, and closing activities.

Recall the quotation of Denis Waitley at the beginning of this chapter: “Winners 
can tell you where they are going, what they plan to do along the way, and who 
will be sharing the adventure with them.” Project objectives are not vague about the 
direction. Just like the vision, it should be described such that you and everybody 
else on the project team can relate to it in your daily activities. Be specific about 
what you want to achieve. On the other hand, don’t be too detailed; this may limit 
creativity and inspiration. Furthermore, you want the objectives to be relevant; i.e., 
in sync with the vision. The project matters to the organization and the people for 
whom and with whom you are working. It is relevant to the clients of the project as 
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well, whether within or outside your organization, be they customers or co-workers. 
Know who they are for they are your clients you want to delight.

Project objectives provide a very specific and concrete direction. Stay on the 
ground though. They still need to be achievable. This may be difficult to state 
at the very beginning of your project. There is no rule that serves as a guideline. 
Sometimes you have to rely on other people’s estimates; sometimes it may be a good 
decision to rely on one’s gut feeling and firm beliefs.

For example, when we first decided to pursue opening a preschool we were well 
aware that it took other communities up to 3 years to found a preschool. We didn’t 
have this much time. First of all, in 3 years the preschool would be of no benefit 
to us because our own children would be too old and attending regular school. 
We were driven by our immediate needs and desires. We were aware that our plan 
might not work out as intended. At least we could say that we tried. This was suf-
ficient for all of us to start work.

Your project objectives must have two other characteristics. They have to be 
measurable and time-boxed. You may want to argue about the characteristic of 
measurability. It is true there are projects for which it is difficult to think of mea-
surable objectives. In such cases you could ask how you want to evaluate if and to 
what extent the project results will satisfy the actual requirements of the project. 
Trying to answer this question causes you to be more specific about your goals. The 
objectives may turn out to be measurable after all.

Project objectives frame a project; they set the boundaries of the playing 
field. Without boundaries, the project journey may take you anywhere but the 
desired destination.

Once more citing the example of our preschool, we set maximum target fees 
and agreed on opening hours. When you train for a marathon you may set a target 
time within which you want to run. Set the measurable target in such a way that it 
helps set a boundary around the project and yet is still motivating enough. Don’t 
raise the bar too high or leave it too low. If you find out that you need to adjust it 
along the way, you may have a chance to do so.

Let’s talk about the last characteristic of good project objectives: being time-
boxed. This means you need to have a target end date for your project. This is 
important. Without a target finish date we are not talking about a project in the 
first place but about an ongoing activity. A project always has a start and an end 
date. The dates may change for many reasons. But without an end date you don’t 
have a project. You may not even have incentives to start or finish it any time in 
the future. Why have the project in the first place if you cannot even say when you 
want to finish it?

All the characteristics of good project objectives — specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant, and time-boxed (abbreviated SMART) — help set boundar-
ies around your project. They help streamline your intended efforts. The aim of all 
characteristics is to help you focus on the ultimate project goals.
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Make no mistake, it is not an academic exercise to ensure a SMART project 
objective. Describing your project objectives to meet these requirements forces you 
to think through what you really want to achieve. At the end of the day your project 
has to yield results. After all, this is why you start your project in the first place. 
Both a vision and project objectives set the tone of your project, define the direction 
of your project. But how specific is your goal? If you describe it in words that are too 
general it will give room for many different interpretations.

For most projects you are working with a team, with other people. You want to 
make sure everyone has the same understanding of your goal. The vision may be 
described in fairly general terms (e.g., we want to found and run a preschool). The 
project objectives have to be much more specific for people to understand the scope 
of your project. In the case of the preschool, we talked about the future location of 
the preschool, opening hours, fees, group sizes, and so forth.

Yet another example may be building a house. You take your vision to an archi-
tect. The architect will ask you what exactly you have in mind. If you stay on the 
abstract level you may end up with a house that looks totally different from what 
you had in mind because you did not express your vision explicitly or appropriately 
for the architect to understand.

In short, make sure that you have project objectives that are SMART. They need 
to be crystal clear and understood by everyone actively involved in your project.

3.3 � Vision vs. Project Objectives
Both project vision and project objectives have to be worded in a way that your 
project team can relate to them. They serve as guidelines. As such, everyone on your 
project team needs to be able to translate them into directives for their daily project 
work. This is why they need to have the same understanding of the meaning and 
scope of the vision and the project objectives.

Needless to say, your project objectives need to be in sync with your vision. To 
a certain extent you can say that project objectives are a subset of the project vision. 
Project objectives solidify your vision, help produce tangible results. The project 
objectives describe the means to achieve your vision in a given time frame, the 
means to make it happen. From this perspective, project objectives concretize the 
project vision.

When you use the picture of the pyramid project objectives, ensure that there 
is a link between the vision (the tip of the pyramid) and the foundation of the 
pyramid (the results). The vision provides the overall direction for your project. The 
project objectives do the same but are more specific about the desired project results 
at the lowest level of the pyramid. The closer you get to the pyramid, the better will 
be your understanding of what exactly the project results will look like. You will get 
a clearer picture the closer you get to the final destination of your project journey.
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At the beginning of this journey you may have a faint idea of the end results. 
SMART project objectives frame the lowest level of the pyramid. The closer you get 
to the pyramid, the better picture you will have of what else comprises the base of 
the pyramid (i.e., project results).

For example, when you train for your first marathon you may set out a target 
time (e.g., less than 4 hours). The more you train you will get a better idea if the 
original set target time is feasible or not. Once you have mastered preliminary races 
as preparation for the marathon, such as a half marathon, you will get an even better 
idea how fast you can run the whole marathon. Right before the marathon the objec-
tives are clearest. But it is not until after the race that you know if you have achieved 
the goal you initially set and possibly modified during the weeks of training.

Both project vision and project objectives are crucial for project success. Together 
they set the direction and tone of your project journey. They complement each other. 
The vision inspires your journey. It defines the purpose of your project. The project 
objectives tell you more about the destination. You lose or skip either one of them 
and your project is unlikely to succeed. A project vision without project objectives 
may give you an idea of the direction, but you may never get close enough to the 
destination to produce tangible results at a certain time. On the other hand, project 
objectives without a vision may describe the desired end result and time frame, but 
they cannot inspire the necessary enthusiasm in your team to drive the project to suc-
cess. They do not form an underlying meaning for the work. It makes a difference if 
you tell workers to put one brick on top of another, to build a wall or to start work on 
a cathedral. If you prefer project objectives without the corresponding project vision 
you will end up with lots of brick layers. Their main motivations may be to earn the 
money. They come in the morning, work, and leave in the evening. The workers who 
have a vision of building a cathedral may actually conduct the same activities as the 
first worker, but their work attitude and motivations are likely to be different. They 
know that they are devoting their time and effort to something big.

The closer you get to the pyramid (i.e., the closer you get to the end of your proj-
ect), the clearer a picture you will have about project results. In most situations it is 
virtually impossible to describe the final project results at the beginning of the proj-
ect journey. However, the vision in its nature changes less frequently. It thus serves as 
the compass for the project objectives. However, it is the combination of project vision 
and objectives that sets the direction and describes the destination of your journey.

3.4 � Building Vision: First Steps
There are endless ways and means to build vision. I can sketch only a few in this 
book. In Part II of the book I offer concrete examples and templates you may want 
to apply in your project. They are far from being complete but should give you an 
idea of what is possible. At this point let me suggest some basic principles of what it 
takes to build vision in your project.
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To begin, you need to acknowledge your utmost motivations for the project. 
The motivation can be to solve a problem or to create something new. Let’s first 
have a look at the motivation to solve a problem. For this purpose, answering the 
following three questions will help you pinpoint the core of the problem:

	 1.	What are the top issues or risks?
	 2.	Who is affected by these issues or risks?
	 3.	What are the impacts of the issues or risks?

Going through this exercise makes you analyze your present situation and isolate 
the actual problem. Who knows, maybe you find out after this exercise that there is 
actually no problem. Even better. Or you may realize that the problem is different 
from what you initially thought. This, too, is great. It helps save a lot of energy. Can 
you imagine if you started a project to solve a problem that does not actually exist?

In addition to the first three questions, you can ask, “why?” For example: Why 
are these the top issues or risks? Why do these issues or risks affect the identified per-
sons or organizations and not others? Why do these issues or risks have such a great 
impact on them? If the answers do not get down to the true core of the problem, 
continue to ask “why?” until you have identified the true core of the problem. It is 
this issue you want to address and which drives your effort to find a solution.

Once you have identified the cause of the problem, go beyond it and outline 
possible solutions. Answering the next three follow-up questions will help you in 
doing so:

	 1.	What needs to be done to resolve the situation? Why?
	 2.	What benefits can we expect from the improved situation? Why?
	 3.	What do we need to do to achieve this? Why?

If the motivation to start your project is not problem oriented, but instead you 
want to create something new, you can modify the questions, as follows:

	 1.	What are the top solutions or opportunities you envision? Why?
	 2.	Who is interested in these solutions or opportunities? Why?
	 3.	What are the effects of the solutions or opportunities? Why?
	 4.	What needs to be done to bring about the new situation caused by the solu-

tions or opportunities? Why?
	 5.	What disadvantages will the solution have or bring with it? Why?
	 6.	What do we need to do to overcome these disadvantages and obstacles? 

Why?

Input for answering the questions may come from several sources. You may 
account for company goals, market demand, results of previous projects, responses 
to competitors, etc.
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Once you have answered all questions, summarize your findings in one or two 
sentences. This is the motivation statement of your project. It may be tedious to find 
the right wording, but it is worth it. This exercise forces you to specify the motiva-
tion. Just like you did for the project vision and objectives, you want to phrase it so 
that everyone on your team can understand and relate to it.

Composing a vision statement comes next. In your vision statement, describe 
the ultimate solution to your motivation. Start with the end in mind. The answers 
to questions 4 through 6 above should provide you enough input. At this point 
it is less important to describe all details of the desired end state than to get a 
broad picture of what the end result will be and how it will feel to get there and 
have it.

Next, document your vision statement. This is not a formal or administrative 
exercise. Documenting your vision statement helps you to phrase it in a way that 
is understandable to others, because you don’t want to keep this vision to yourself. 
You want to share it with others. Understanding the vision is one thing; ensuring 
the support of others to achieve it is another thing and actually one key to project 
success. This is why sharing your vision is so important.

Building vision cannot be done overnight. Plan sufficient time to build the 
vision, involve others (especially your team), request feedback, and refine and qual-
ify your vision. Note that it may not be possible to have a vision that is shared by 
everyone actively involved in your project. In this case you may want to start your 
project with a set of workshops that help clarify the vision and break down its 
elements into project objectives and requirements. We will return to this point in 
Chapter 10.

3.5 �T he Person Who Builds Vision
At this point you may ask if it is always the project leader who develops the project 
vision. For example, you may be assigned to a project management role where the 
vision and project objectives have been defined for you. You may have no influ-
ence on the project vision statement. True, this can indeed happen. It is probably 
not so uncommon in the first place. Note, however, that we are not talking about 
the role of the project manager but the role of project leader. Project leaders make 
themselves responsible for both project vision and objectives. If there is neither, the 
project leader is responsible for developing them and ensuring that they are mutu-
ally agreed upon by everyone actively involved in the project.

If there is a vision, whether a project vision or corporate vision that has to be 
taken into account when realizing your project, it could have been defined, autho-
rized, or given out by a project sponsor. Regardless, as a project leader you must 
make sure that both are in place. Corollary, project leaders do not start a project 
without a project vision and objectives. If you want to be or become a project 
leader, you either build vision and project objectives or make sure that both are in 
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place, are crystal clear, and are mutually understood by every single person actively 
involved in the project.

3.6 � Characteristics of Vision Builder
This distinguishes a project leader from a project manager. Project managers may 
accept what is given to them. They swallow whatever they are given to eat. They 
react, don’t ask questions, and manage the project according to the principles and 
side constraints set out for them. Project leaders ensure that the direction is defined 
and clear. They go beyond the dutiful administration of a project.

You may want to compare a project leader with the skipper of a ship. 
Experienced skippers know where they have to go. They have a mission to ful-
fill. They will not leave the harbor until the mission is clear and all preparations 
for the journey are complete. It is their job and responsibility to lead the crew 
in the right direction. Of course, they cannot achieve the mission by them-
selves. They need to build and have a functioning crew. Every crew member 
fulfills a distinct role. But it is not the accumulation of individual crew mem-
bers that make up the functioning crew. All crew members must know what is 
expected from them. And vice versa, all crew members have to know what they 
can expect from others. The skipper then has to build a crew that functions as 
one unit. Only together can the skipper and crew sail the boat and accomplish 
the mission.

In the end, however, it is the skipper who is responsible for the direction of the 
journey and who communicates it to the team, ensuring that everyone understands 
the direction of the journey.

Ask yourself who you are on your project. Are you the project leader who acts 
as the skipper? Or are you just a crew member, fulfilling your duties as a project 
manager. When we talk about project leadership we expect the characteristics and 
responsibilities of a skipper. This means that you are well aware that you need your 
crew to accomplish the project mission. This is why you want to build a function-
ing and performing team. At the end of the day you initiate this process. You start 
with building vision, developing a performing team, and ensuring delivery. In other 
words, project success starts with you as the project leader.

3.7 � It Takes a Project Leader — and a Team
As the skipper, as the project leader, you are responsible and accountable for leading 
your team. You are accountable for setting up, running, monitoring, delivering, 
and closing the project. Now, in the real world, project managers are often held 
responsible but not accountable for the outcome of a project. But even if you are 
not accountable, that is, your head is not at stake, project leaders always act as if 
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they are accountable. This does not mean that a project leader is the most important 
person on the team. This is as far from the truth as it can be. Project leaders know 
that they cannot achieve the project objectives alone. It takes a team to do so. You, 
as the project leader, are part of this team.

It is a misconception that project leaders are the “boss” of their teams, in the 
sense that they are the autocratic leader of a number of people formed more or less 
loosely together in a team. Officially, you may lead your project team, supervising 
the individual team members. But make no mistake; project leaders understand 
that they rely on their team. As such, they are part of the team, behaving and acting 
as members and fulfilling their role and responsibilities. Without the team, project 
leaders cannot achieve anything substantial. Take again the example of a skipper 
at sea. Skippers may certainly dictate the direction. From this perspective they may 
be the #1 person on the ship. And they need all others to fulfill the overall mis-
sion. A project leader may tyrannize the team, and this could actually help achieve 
the project objectives. However, it is highly unlikely that things would be done 
smoothly and this approach will hardly ever produce long-lasting effects.

We will look at the significance of team building and involvement in the next 
chapter. For the time being, keep this in mind: It takes a project leader to build 
vision — and a team.

3.8 �T iming of Building Vision
Now, let’s briefly talk about the seemingly obvious: When is the right timing to 
build vision? You build a vision of your project before project initiation because the 
project vision sets the overall tone of your project. It defines the direction of the 
project and puts it into perspective. It frames the project environment and consti-
tutes the purpose of the project existence in the first place.

But why is it then that the most obvious is way too often not too common 
after all? This is an excellent question. It takes us back to our insight in Chapter 1: 
Common sense is not equal to common practice. Once I worked on a technical 
project where there was no vision, where the project objectives were neither clear 
nor mutually understood. The project was doomed to fail and fail it did. The lack of 
vision moved the project to a roller coaster, to a maze without a clear end in sight. 
When the project manager in charge realized, he tried to correct and adjust the 
course midway, while everything was at full speed (i.e., during the project, while 
all other project activities were still in full swing). Did it improve the overall situa-
tion? Yes, insofar as the project manager could say that he tried to build vision and 
adjust project objectives to a changing environment. No, because the project did 
not change its overall direction at all. Actually, there was no overall direction to 
start with and no direction after the little “vision building” by the project manager. 
The project continued to slide down the path to project failure. Frustration grew 
and quality suffered. The interesting thing was that the project did produce results. 
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However, it did not meet the originally stated requirements. In addition, the project 
vision was neglected and forgotten. Interestingly, the original vision of this tech-
nical project was not technical in nature at all. It was business driven and it was 
about the end customer. Forgetting about this vision, the team focused solely on the 
technical features of the solution. Business factors and aspects of user experience 
were given less importance. This became obvious during the end-user acceptances 
tests. Simple yet typical end-user scenarios were flawed or did not function at all. In 
the end, the project failed from both a technical and a business perspective.

What we can conclude from this example is that you want to make sure that you 
build vision before the actual start of your project. If you want to build vision during 
the course of a project, this is possible. However, you should be well aware of the fact 
that you may have to throw away some or everything of what you produced to that 
point in time. After all, by building or adjusting vision you are changing the course 
of the project. It may be possible to use some of the past deliverables, but there is no 
guarantee. What counts is that the new vision sets the right direction for the project.

You may even be tempted to build project vision after the project is over, maybe 
to justify poor project results. This is possible. But note that this has nothing to do 
with project leadership and certainly nothing to do with project success. Instead, it 
is an example of poor judgment and lack of business ethics. If you want to build a 
solid foundation for project success, build vision prior to project start and refine it 
with the help of project objectives and regular deliverables.

3.9 � Value of Building Vision
As time consuming as vision building may be, it yields precious rewards you cannot 
live without if you are interested in leading your project to success. The motivation 
statement describes the initial environment. It helps you focus on a specific situa-
tion you want to change or create. The vision statement describes the solution you 
have in mind. You break down the vision into its various specifications and develop 
a SMART project objective statement. The project objectives help structure your 
solution requirements.

The motivation, vision, and project objectives statements all form a solid foun-
dation for successful projects. If you miss any one of them, the chances for project 
success are decreased. This is why you want to make sure you develop all of them 
at the beginning of your project. Ensure that they are consistent, that they comple-
ment each other, and that they form one unit.

Make sure that this unit is commonly understood and supported by everyone 
involved in your project team. Ideally, you involve your team in developing the 
motivation, vision, and project objective statements.

Things change during the course of a project. For example, specific require-
ments may have to be modified and even some of the project objectives may change. 
The vision should be least likely to change; it stays stable. If it changes, the overall 
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direction of your project changes. In this case it may be best to terminate your ini-
tiative and launch a new one.

Start with a unified vision and know where you stand before and during your 
project. This is your utmost responsibility as project leader. A project leader takes 
the initiative to build vision. This is the #1 prerequisite for project success. Also, 
as a project leader you do not work alone. Know your environment, know your 
potential, and identify your limits and overcome. Build and involve your team and 
nurture effective collaboration across the board. This brings us to the second leader-
ship principle: nurture collaboration.

3.10 �A pplication Suggestions
	 1.	Analysis of the past:
	 a.	 Think about a past project that succeeded.
	 b.	 What motivated the project in the first place?
	 c.	 What was the overall project vision?
	 d.	 What were the official project objectives?
	 e.	 How did you contribute to the development of the project motivation, 

vision, or objectives? What could you have done differently?
	 2.	Application of principles in the present:
	 a.	 Think of a present or upcoming project.
	 b.	 Write down a motivation statement for the project.
	 c.	 Develop a vision statement.
	 d.	 Break down the vision into its components and derive project objectives. 

Make sure that they meet the SMART criteria.
	 e.	 Compare them with official statements of your project. Where and how 

do they differ?
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4Chapter 

Principle 2: Nurture 
Collaboration

Players win games, teams win championships.

William C. Taylor,
American businessman

4.1 �T he Heart and Soul of a Project
We all strive for project success. But what does “project success” mean? What does 
it entail? And even more important, how do we achieve it? We have already learned 
that project success is more than the accumulation of project deliverables. That is 
what most people may perceive as project success, but there is more to it. Actually, 
project results may be the last things we can see in our projects.

Let’s take the image of the project leadership pyramid. The first thing we see on 
our project journey is the tip of the pyramid (i.e., project vision). We have an idea 
of what the eventual results should look like, the project objectives, but we can-
not see them yet. We need to know how to get from vision down to project results 
(Figure 4.1).

Project results are at the bottom of the pyramid. Before we describe project 
results in detail, we will be able to see what is between vision and results. We will 
see what links the top with the base of the pyramid. This is the middle of the pyra-
mid; it is the central part of the pyramid.
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The next three project leadership pyramid principles fill the gap between 
vision and results. They level the path from vision down to results. Understanding 
these three principles will provide answers to the question about what it takes 
to get from project vision down to project results. The next three chapters will 
elaborate on each of these principles. They are distinct and all equally impor-
tant. And they all have one aspect in common: They require the active involve-
ment of the project team. You can also say that it is these three principles and 
the team that connect project vision and results. This is why the team is the heart 
and soul of a project.

Thus far we have learned that it is the project leader who is responsible for build-
ing vision and making sure that the project starts in the right direction and stays 
on course. This is the top of the project leadership pyramid, yet it is not sufficient 
to produce results.

To move closer to results we have to have a deep understanding of the heart 
and soul of every successful project: the team. As important as they are for project 
success, project leaders are powerless if they do not build and involve a team and do 
not nurture collaboration.

There are several reasons why the team is the heart and soul of the project. A 
project leader alone does not have the time to conduct all activities (unless it is a 
one-man project). In most cases, several people are involved over the course of a 
project. It is the individuals on the team and the team as a whole executing the 
various activities. The project manager is one of them, fulfilling his or her role and 
responsibilities.

Furthermore, project leaders often do not possess all the necessary expertise to 
deliver the project. Even if they do, they likely do not have the time to conduct all 
activities by themselves.

It is the team doing the work. And you, whether in the role of project manager, 
sponsor, expert, or even client, want to play an active part in this team.

Vision

Results

Figure 4.1  From vision to results.

K11559.indb   34 7/23/10   10:21:27 AM



Principle 2: Nurture Collaboration  ◾  35

4.2 �T eam Building
The team and teamwork are significant factors for project success. Be aware, though, 
that teamwork does not just happen. It evolves. As project leader you need to under-
stand that teams go through various development phases. At the beginning of a 
project you form the team. Roles and responsibilities are defined and distributed. 
The project moves along. After awhile you find out that things are not working as 
smoothly as intended. For example, you may find out that a team member does not 
completely fill the role of IT architect because he lacks certain technical skills. As 
a consequence, the assigned architect cannot and does not review the source code 
of the new software being built, the new software is implemented, and now the 
complete system does not function as required. The team atmosphere is at a nadir. 
Some team members blame the architect, others the developers, yet others the proj-
ect manager. This scenario is an example of a storming phase of a project team. The 
situation may differ from project to project. Still, you get the idea that the team is 
in a so-called storming phase.

A storming phase is by no means necessarily a bad thing. The opposite can be 
the case. If a storming phase is taken as a chance to make the necessary changes in 
the project team set-up, it serves a purpose.

You as the project leader have to understand that roles and responsibilities need 
to be adjusted to cope with the changing environment. This is a prerequisite for 
team building to take place. Revisiting roles and responsibilities and making nec-
essary adjustments is called the norming phase. In the previous example, you may 
assign the “old” architect to a new role where he feels more comfortable and can 
prove his strengths. Another person may now take over the responsibilities of the 
old architect, such as code reviews. You may actually take advantage of the oppor-
tunity to review other role assignments and collaboration rules and see if they still 
meet the present project requirements. As a consequence, collaboration in the team 
becomes easier, more efficient and effective. The team enters the performing stage.

This is the stage where team synergy effects can be viewed. It is the stage where 
teamwork is more than the sum of individual workloads. Team magic takes place. 
All of a sudden seemingly impossible tasks become possible. Why? Because you have 
overcome obstacles to collaboration, the team works efficiently, and synergy effects 
can unravel. This is where you as the project leader want to take your team. The Guide 
to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK® Guide) aptly describes the 
connection of project leadership and team building resulting in teamwork. It states: 
“Team building is the process of helping a group of individuals, bound by a com-
mon sense of purpose, to work independently with each other, the leader, external 
stakeholders, and the organization. The results of good leadership and good team 
building are teamwork” (Project Management Institute, 2008, p. 418). The quote 
underlines the importance of teamwork. At the same time it reveals once more that 
the team-building process needs to be initiated. If it doesn’t happen by itself, it is 
your responsibility as the project leader to initiate and facilitate it.
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Teamwork is more than the sum of individual contributions on the team. 
Teamwork is the symbiosis among all individual team members. It can thus take 
the team as a whole, as one unit, to a higher level of performance. This is why team 
building is so valuable and has to be on the map of every project leader.

This concept is not limited to the world of business. Take, for example, a cham-
pionship team in soccer or any other sport. The team may be made up of a few 
exceptional players, but this by itself is not sufficient for the team to win as a team. 
It is the dynamic interactions in the team that make the difference. Teamwork can 
help overcome the weaknesses of individuals by giving them the chance to unleash 
and play out their strengths.

There is no doubt that teamwork takes time to develop. It takes a lot of training, 
setbacks, and adjustments in the team structure, order, and collaboration rules. It 
is worth the effort. As the PMBOK ® Guide explains, “outcomes of team building 
include mutual trust, high quality of information exchange, better decision mak-
ing, and effective project control” (Project Management Institute, 2008, p. 418).

4.3 �T he Juice of Teamwork
Collaboration is the juice of teamwork; it is what makes teamwork possible in the 
first place. It encompasses communication, individual and joint execution, as well 
as the delivery of results on both the individual and team level. Communication is 
part of collaboration.

It is true that open communication is critical for project success, but it is not 
an end in itself. Rather, see communication as being an important element of 
collaboration. That is, open communication is a critical success factor for effec-
tive collaboration.

The following example shows that communication alone is not sufficient for 
teamwork to play out. On a soccer team the players talk with each other. They play 
and support each other by passing the ball and hopefully scoring a goal. Although 
a single player scores the goal, the team effort prepares the right environment for 
that player to overcome the goalkeeper of the other team.

Another example is the Alinghi sailing team. (For an extensive review of this 
team’s success story, see Jenewein & Morhart, 2006.) Exchanging commands by 
itself does not constitute effective teamwork. The individual team members must 
execute their respective tasks. The combination of all individual tasks moves the 
ship across the ocean, fast and efficiently.

4.4 �T he Project Leader and the Team
When you are the project manager, you may oversee the team. Be aware, though, 
that first and foremost you are a member of the team. As such, it is your responsibil-
ity to support your team.
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If you want to nurture collaboration you need to start with yourself. You need 
to be a role model to others. You share information openly. You give and accept 
open and constructive feedback. You work with your team. You realize your own 
weaknesses, because you cannot know and do everything by yourself. You rely on 
others and acknowledge their strengths. This is why you trust their expertise.

You do not want to micromanage them because this would be counterproduc-
tive. Your responsibility is to ensure that they can do their jobs. And let them do 
their jobs, especially when they are more skilled than you are in their particular 
activity. When you and your team set up rules of communication, you should be 
the first person to follow these rules. Realize that it is the whole team as a unit per-
forming the work and not just you or a group of individuals. You want to actively 
participate in the daily business of your team, being an active team member and 
team player.

Ernesto Bertarelli, the president of the Alinghi sailing team, knew very well that 
his title alone did not earn him the respect of the team. He participated in all team-
internal trials, the aim of which was to find out who is best for each position on the 
boat. They applied to him too. He gave his best in the team trials and trainings. 
This is what earned him the respect of his team — and vice versa. Ernesto Bertarelli 
was the president of the Alinghi sailing team as well as an active team player.

This is what distinguishes good and effective leadership from a simple, 
old-fashioned, top-down leadership style. Understand that the project is about the 
team. From this perspective you may actually call a project leader a team leader. 
Note the first word is not “leader” but “team.” This is for a good reason. If you want 
to be an effective project leader you have to be a good team player as well.

On the other hand, you need your team to support you in your role. Both you 
and your team need to help each other fulfill their roles and responsibilities. Being 
a role model to your team is not a one-way street. When you act as a role model to 
others and are open to constructive feedback you will soon find out the strengths 
of others on your team who now may serve as role models to you. This is why 
project leadership calls for being a team player too. One doesn’t go without the 
other. When you call for active and open collaboration on your team, walk the talk, 
practice it by yourself. Show everyone the power of open collaboration and swim 
with the flow of your team you helped build. Do not micromanage but facilitate 
teamwork. This is what nurturing collaboration means. You have to ensure that 
collaboration takes place and start with yourself. Create an environment where 
collaboration is practiced on every team level. This is the best guarantee for team 
synergy effects to develop.

The alternative is that your team degenerates into an accumulation of individu-
als, each focusing solely on his or her work package, not caring about anybody else. 
I doubt this is what you are striving for. No doubt, it is possible for this kind of 
“teamwork” to eventually secure the delivery of project results.

Let me tell you a story about a project where teamwork and collaboration were mere 
words on a piece of paper hidden away in a drawer. I once worked on a project where 
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the project manager not only did not invest any time building a team at the beginning 
and throughout the project, he also did not care about team spirit. He did not see (or 
maybe he did not want to see) the need for and potential of a performing team. In this 
particular project and company the regular line activities of the team members were 
given a higher priority than project activities. In addition, the various line organiza-
tions or departments in this company functioned as separate units. They interacted 
with each other where necessary but that was pretty much it. They kept to themselves 
and everybody seemed to be happy with it. Any project manager would have a hard 
time building a team across different line organizations in the first place. The project I 
was working on was no exception. Directions given out by the project manager could 
easily be overruled by line managers. Team members, for example, did not first ask 
the project manager for approval of their vacation requests but went directly to their 
line managers. If the project manager was lucky, he was informed about the vacation 
a few days prior. In addition, line managers held the overall power to allocate people 
to other line activities, resulting in limiting team members’ availability for the project. 
As a consequence, planning the project became quite challenging. At least once the 
project deadline had to be postponed because a line manager withdrew team members 
from the project for work on another organization in his department. The sad and fatal 
thing was that the project manager could not do much about it but swallow. It was 
fatal in the sense that the project initially planned for 6 months was delivered 6 months 
late with a reduced scope and lower quality than required.

From an outside point of view, everyone in the project and company lost. And 
yet, the project results were celebrated as if they were delivered on time. Indeed, the 
whole project was considered a “success.”

You could conclude that teamwork and active collaboration is not that impor-
tant after all as long as the project delivers results. As this story shows, you may be 
right — if you don’t mind additional effort and a high level of frustration for peo-
ple involved in your project. Alas, not valuing teamwork and active collaboration 
enough do not have much to do with true project leadership and the understanding 
of project success propagated in this book.

4.5 �S elf-Organizing Teams
Agile team environments make use of self-organizing teams (Beedle et al,. 2001). 
In this scenario there is no single person overseeing or leading the team. Rather, the 
team as a whole agrees on the distribution of work packages for a given time frame. 
There are no additional hierarchies. The team organizes itself.

Make no mistake, though; self-organizing teams do not promote a laissez-faire 
approach toward collaboration. Self-organizing teams require a high level of disci-
pline among individual team members. The motivation in these teams is very high, 
driven by a common vision and a mutual understanding of the project objectives. 

K11559.indb   38 7/23/10   10:21:27 AM



Principle 2: Nurture Collaboration  ◾  39

In the absence of these elements, it is unlikely that self-organizing teams can evolve 
or even exist.

This brings us back to the first principle: building vision. Unless a team already 
has a common vision, it takes a leader to help build the vision and secure an under-
standing and support of it by every single team member.

A closer look at self-organizing teams furthermore reveals that there is an institu-
tion or role that directs the work of the team. This can be a vision, project objectives, 
a requirements catalog, a timeline, you name it. In addition, self-organizing teams 
follow detailed rules of engagement (i.e., communication and escalation rules).

Collaboration does not just happen. It is proclaimed. It is nurtured by the team 
as a group and by its self-defined and agreed-upon rules of collaboration. This com-
bination promotes collaboration within the team.

Still, even self-organizing teams go through the team development phases of 
forming, storming, norming, and performing, mentioned previously. A coach facil-
itates this development process and mediates in cases of disruption.

4.6 �T he Project Team as the Power 
Base of the Project Leader

By now we have learned that the project leader relies on his or her team and vice 
versa. You can say that the project leader and the team form a symbiosis. By this 
token, the project leader is as strong as the team and vice versa. As you help build 
vision and nurture collaboration you set the direction and shape the heart and soul 
of the project. You thus have great influence on the outcome of your own project, 
even considering that it is the team and not you as the project leader who is doing 
the work. The actual power to save or kill a project is with the team, of which you 
are a part. This means that when you build vision as a guiding force for collabora-
tion and nurture active and open collaboration, you strengthen the base of your 
own power and influence: your own team.

Corollary, the power you have as a project leader is built on your own team. The 
team is only as strong as its level of collaboration. This again depends on the direc-
tion given by the vision that you help build. With a performing team the project 
leader has the greatest influence and thus power.

This, too, could be abused. As a project leader you could abuse this power for 
your own personal gains. What does this mean to the project and the chances for 
project success? They will both deteriorate. By abusing the power given by team 
synergy the project leader weakens his or her foundation of power. Unless the orga-
nizational structure and environment of the project allows or even supports this 
kind of behavior, the project is doomed to fail. Effective collaboration prevents this 
from happening.
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4.7 � Collaboration beyond Team Boundaries
The project core team is the backbone of project success and the foundation of the 
project leader’s power. It does not stop there. The project core team is important for 
the daily work of the project. Yet, the team members of the core team are not the 
only project players. The extended project team includes stakeholders and maybe 
even the clients of your project. Hence, when you promote and nurture collabora-
tion, do not limit your efforts to the core project team. Expand your efforts to the 
extended project team. This applies to the principle of building vision as well as 
nurturing collaboration.

This is especially important when members of the extended project team are 
everything but supportive of your project. Recall the story of the company where 
line activities had a greater priority than work on a project. This can be extremely 
frustrating for the project manager and the team. They are constantly sitting 
between two chairs — their own department on the one hand and the project 
on the other hand. In a situation like this both parties lose. This need not hap-
pen. Actually it is a call for action. Reach out to the extended team. Talk about 
the project vision and explain how everyone will benefit from the project. Show 
the skeptics the value of the project and its results. Find out how they want to 
be involved in your project. Share relevant information that clarifies this value. 
Market the accomplishment of your project on a regular basis throughout the 
project life and show how everyone, including the extended project team, contrib-
utes to project success.

Collaboration is not limited to your own project team. It goes beyond the 
boundaries of the project core team. The rewards of building and sharing the proj-
ect vision and nurturing collaboration are similar to those of your project core 
team. They significantly increase the chance for project success.

4.8 �N urturing Collaboration — First Steps
There are numerous ways and means to nurture collaboration for every project 
phase. First of all, start your efforts early. To be specific, plan activities that nurture 
collaboration right from the beginning of your project until project closure. This is 
not a one-time but a continuous effort.

My own experience shows that every successful project I either led or was 
a member of started with a team norming workshop. The purpose of this team 
norming was multifold: (1) to explain to the team the motivation, vision, and 
objectives, including the scope of the project, its timeline, interdependencies, and 
other constraints, (2) to discuss and define roles and responsibilities, (3) to agree 
on communication rules, including meeting structures and escalation mecha-
nisms, (4) to account for personal motivations of team members, and (5) to refer 
to and use former lessons learned from other projects or team normings. Please 
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have a look at Chapter 10, in which I explain how to plan and conduct a team 
norming workshop.

If there is one thing you want taken home from a team norming workshop it 
is that every single team member understands the need and the immense value of 
active and open collaboration and the resulting teamwork. They need to under-
stand that although you as the project leader may facilitate teamwork, every single 
team member is expected to participate and contribute to the team. The project 
leader is no exception, as he or she, too, is a member of the team.

Given the importance of effective teamwork, you cannot make compromises on 
setting the groundwork for effective collaboration. By this token, if individuals on 
your team do not share this philosophy, you may want to consider replacing them 
with individuals who do.

You may not always have the chance to select individuals for your team. When 
you do have the freedom to choose your team, you should look for certain strengths 
in potential candidates. In addition to the required skill set, potential team mem-
bers should also be passionate and have the proper character and mindset to work 
on a team.

First, you want them to be passionate about the project and the expected work. 
If they are not, it could be because they truly do not care or they lack the neces-
sary information about the purpose and vision of the project. If they do not care, 
think twice about whether you want to have them on board. Personally, I advise 
against it. If they lack passion due to lack of information about the project, you and 
possibly also the rest of your team should step in and fill this gap.

Second, the candidates need to have the character and mindset to be open to 
and supportive of active teamwork. Project work is teamwork. Even the best expert 
in his or her field has to share knowledge and expertise with the team. The will-
ingness to share information, exchange ideas, and actively work with others in the 
team is a prerequisite of effective collaboration and teamwork.

When you recruit team members during a project you may not have to do it by 
yourself. Involve your existing team. Ask them to help select the right candidates. 
Not only can this yield new perspectives from which to assess candidates. It may 
also help integrate new team members into the group faster because the existing 
team wants to have them on board.

The team is the base of power of the project leader. Selecting the right team and 
conducting a team norming are two activities that help build this power base. Team 
selection and norming are two of the first steps to nurture collaboration. They are a 
starting point toward the development of a performing team.

Don’t stop here. In addition to the team norming, plan for and conduct more 
formal team-building activities. Chapters 10 and 11 cite a number of examples. Team 
building takes time. This is why you want to review and improve collaboration rules 
and their practice on a regular basis. Involve your team in doing so, either as a unit or 
in one-on-one meetings with your team members. From time to time, seek outside 
help, asking other experts to review your project and identify areas of improvement. 
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There are endless ways and means to build a performing team. Note though that at 
the end of the day by far the most effective assurance for developing a performing 
team is teamwork itself. This is what nurturing collaboration is all about.

4.9 �T he Value of Collaboration
Collaboration is necessary for the team to achieve the vision and project objec-
tives. This has become clear by now. By the same token, the project vision must 
include the concept of collaboration; it needs to be part of the vision as well as the 
project objectives. Collaboration is a means to achieve the objectives and thus to 
come closer to achieving the vision. It is a central element of every project. This is 
why vision and collaboration go hand in hand. You cannot move from the top to 
the bottom of the project leadership pyramid without collaboration. On the other 
hand, collaboration without a common cause leads nowhere.

Project success is not about individual accomplishments. The project team deliv-
ers the project. As such, the team is the heart and soul of the project. Corollary, 
project success is, or at least should always be, the success of the team. Effective proj-
ect leaders understand the value and huge potential of teamwork and team synergy 
effects. This is why they actively nurture collaboration. They serve as role models and 
are part of the team. They thus actively participate and contribute to teamwork.

Team success, and therefore project success, is not about the individual. What 
matters are the leadership principles and the nature of collaboration.

Nurturing collaboration can be hard at times. It takes a lot of effort and can 
be quite time consuming. The payoffs, however, are worth every minute invested. 
Having mutually understood and supported rules of engagement, characterized by 
open communication and effective collaboration, makes project life much easier. 
Once you have helped create an atmosphere of trust, team spirit, and fun, team 
synergy effects emerge. Magical things can happen, productivity increases, and the 
quality of your deliverables is higher. Nurturing collaboration prepares the ground 
for performance on the individual and team level. As a project leader you want to 
cultivate this soil of performance. This leads us to the third leadership principle: 
promoting performance.

4.10 �A pplication Suggestions
	 1.	Review the roles and responsibilities in a past or present project of yours. How 

have you accounted for the personal motivations of your team members?
	 2.	Are you following the same collaboration rules of your team? If not, why are 

you deviating from them?
	 3.	Core and extended project team:
	 a.	 Who is in your core project team?
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	 b.	 Who is part of your extended project team?
	 c.	 How have you nurtured collaboration beyond the boundaries of your 

core project team?
	 4.	How can you promote open and active collaboration with and among the 

extended project team?
	 5.	What obstacles to collaboration with your extended project team exist?
	 6.	How can you overcome these obstacles?
	 7.	Think of a past or present project that had or has a very strong team. How did 

it feel to be part of the team? How did you sustain ongoing teamwork?
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5Chapter 

Principle 3: Promote 
Performance

Don’t tell people how to do things. Tell them what to do and let them 
surprise you with their ingenuity.

George Patton (1885–1945),
U.S. general during World War II

We have spent time building vision and nurturing collaboration. Now it is time 
to act. You can plan your project in every detail and agree on collaboration rules. 
Then you have to start work. This is performance. You execute your plan, realizing 
the project objectives and reaching for the vision. It is also a time when you want 
to reap the rewards of effective collaboration. Having built a vision and done the 
necessary things to nurture collaboration are useless if you cannot move your team 
to the performance stage. In other words, you have to create an environment that 
helps promote performance. This is what the third principle is about.

5.1 �T he Performing Project Team
In Chapter 4 we talked about the project development phases: forming, storming, 
norming, and performing. The last phase is where you want your team to act. This 
is where synergy effects take place. Both individual and team performance are at 
a peak. If you have ever experienced this stage in a project you know that magi-
cal things can happen. Seemingly unsolvable and insurmountable challenges turn 
out to be manageable with your team. Productivity is high, quality is great, and 
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your project moves along according to plan and maybe even faster. It may even 
feel effortless. Everything is running smoothly. People don’t talk about plans, they 
execute them. And everyone knows exactly what to do, when, and how. At the same 
time, every team member knows what the other team members are doing. The 
single team member can totally trust the team as a whole and all of the team mem-
bers. All the little wheels work together. The team forms one unit and performs as 
such. It is an atmosphere of complete trust. It is not that there are no problems aris-
ing. But the team embraces them, taking them as challenges and chances to prove 
its individual and group competencies. The team is more than the accumulation of 
individuals. It is performing synergy.

This is no illusion or fairy tale. It is real. And as a project leader you can get 
there — move your team to this performing stage. Let’s have a look at some of the 
basic rules to comply with and apply.

5.1.1 � Rule 1: Be a Role Model
The first rule of successfully promoting performance is that you want to lead by 
example. As important as a team is, it is you as the project leader who builds and 
helps norm the team. Corollary, promoting performance has to start with you. Not 
only are you committed to your role and its responsibilities, but your actions are in 
sync with the project vision and you follow all collaboration rules. You deliver on 
time and as expected. In short, you serve as a role model. As such, you encourage 
your team members to do the same.

Take the example of the president of the Alinghi sailing team, Ernesto 
Bertarelli. He participated in every team competition. The goal was to find the best 
team member for each position. He did not exclude himself from the team norms. 
He was and acted as a team member, like everyone else. He lived the team values 
and was judged by the same measurements as every other team member. What 
counted was the purpose of finding the best team. To find the best person for each 
role, you must not exclude yourself from the quest. You actually start with yourself, 
participating with the rest of the team. This behavior and these actions help build 
trust and respect within your team.

As an example, let’s look at the captain of a soccer team. He is formally leading 
his team on the field. He also acts as a role model during training. He actively par-
ticipates in the team’s training. He teaches junior team members, integrating them 
into the team. He knows that it is not the individual player who can be the decisive 
factor but the integration of the whole team that wins a championship.

When Lee Iacocca became CEO of the then-ailing Chrysler corporation, he 
realized that he had to cut salaries. This was only one of the many steps he had 
to undertake. And he started with himself by cutting his own salary to $1. You 
could say that this was easy for him because he could afford it. This is true. What 
counted, however, was the gesture of applying the same rules to himself. This sent 
the message that, “I am one of you. Let’s do it together.”
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The new CEO of a telecommunications giant realized that customer service was 
one of the most critical areas of improvement of the company. Managers lacked 
understanding of the basic needs of end customers. The new CEO wanted to change 
this and thus ordered that every senior manager spend at least one day each quarter 
in a company storefront, selling products and services to end customers.

You don’t have to be a CEO to be a role model. It can start with small things. 
For example, actively participate in the discussion when conducting project reviews 
as team members state what they like or dislike. This shows everyone that you are 
open and receptive to feedback from others. You take it seriously and act upon it. 
Or, you could ask a third, neutral person to facilitate project reviews. This may 
make it easier for team members to provide feedback on your performance.

No matter what project you are working on, be aware that as project leader you 
are a role model to your own team and others. Act as such. Walk your own talk and 
be true to your own principles. Demonstrate authentic leadership.

5.1.2 � Rule 2: Create the Right Environment
The second rule of successfully promoting performance is that you as project leader 
want to create an environment in which your team can prosper. In the team norm-
ing workshop mentioned in Chapter 4, not only does the team talk about roles and 
responsibilities, but they also want to find out what work environment is best for 
the team and for individual team members. This starts with the location, which 
includes the office space.

In today’s world, virtual teams are becoming more and more common. 
Technology helps link the various team members, who may sit in different offices 
or even be distributed across the globe. There is email, the telephone, online chats, 
video conferences, online document sharing, you name it. Still, there is no substi-
tute for bringing the team together. If it is not possible for the team to sit and work 
together, maybe there is the possibility to set up a permanent room that is reserved 
for team meetings. If parts of your team are located in a different country, it helps a 
great deal to visit them at least once so that they get to know you in person.

Find out how flexible working hours can be and when you have common work-
ing hours where everyone needs to be present. If at all possible, account for the 
individual motivations of your team members.

In one of the projects I managed we had a very experienced senior business ana-
lyst. He performed on a very high level. The quality of his analysis and documents 
was impeccable. Alas, I noticed that the work packages he worked on in the late 
afternoons did not have the usual quality. We talked about this. In the conversa-
tion I learned that in the afternoon he was thinking of his little kids, wondering 
what they were doing at the end of the day. He wished he could be there with them, 
getting them to bed. We agreed to change his working hours. From that day on, 
he left our project office at 5 pm, giving him enough time to spend with his kids. 
In return, he finished any open work packages in the evening or early morning. 
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Within days, all his work packages yielded the same high quality. He was highly 
motivated and contributed a great deal to the success of the project.

This little episode taught me how important it can be to account for personal 
motivations and interests. We are not working machines but human beings. Just as 
we have to know the underlying motivation of a project, we need to understand the 
motivations of our own team and every team member. If you are working with a 
large team, focus on those you are working with the most. You want to know what 
makes them tick, what motivates them on a daily basis. Maybe it is their love of the 
work, or maybe it is just the money. Whatever it is, try to find it; not to control 
them but to understand them better. Take them seriously and value their motiva-
tions. Treat your team members as you want them to treat you. For example, if you 
have to leave early because you have tickets for a concert of your favorite band, it 
motivates you to start early on this particular day and finish on time. Would you 
expect other team members to honor this? Would you do the same for them?

The motivations of each individual on your team drive their daily work and 
their attitude toward it. You do not want to make assumptions about them that 
turn out to be flawed. This could lead to quite a few misunderstandings, especially 
when you are working with cross-cultural teams. If you want to promote perfor-
mance in your team, take the time and find out what motivates the team as a whole 
and each individual on your team. Discover what your team and the individual 
team members need to perform. Learn how you can help the team perform.

It may not be possible to fulfill all needs. Try to fulfill the most important 
ones and see how this impacts team performance. Find out what blocks team 
members from performing and try to remove these blocks. Cover the team’s 
back so that it can focus on the job. In return you can expect that the team will 
cover yours.

For example, in a past software development project I limited the time develop-
ers had to face the customer, sitting in endless meetings while their code was wait-
ing for them. Whenever there was important information affecting their work, I 
shared it with them. On the other hand, team members did not let me stand in the 
rain when I needed a realistic assessment of possible technical problems we had and 
how they were progressing in their work. It was a win–win situation. I covered their 
back and vice versa. This, too, is what teamwork and team performance is about: 
helping each other.

5.1.3 � Rule 3: Empower Your Team
Being a role model and creating the right environment for team performance are 
important ingredients to promote performance. Alas, team performance is about 
your team. Acknowledging the strengths of individual team members and the 
potential synergies from teamwork are one thing. But it does not stop there. You 
have to enable your team to do its job and perform. This is what the third rule to 
successfully promoting performance is about: empower your team. This means you 
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have to give your team the power and all the information it needs to do its job and 
perform.

Give your team and each individual member the opportunity to prove their 
strengths. Empowerment is the opposite of micromanagement and top-down lead-
ership. Empowerment is about trusting your team. It calls for you to show every 
team member how to solve problems by themselves. Empowerment means that you 
teach your team how to become less reliant on you as a project leader and instead 
to trust and show their own strengths and the power of the team. Embrace the 
previous rule of creating an optimal environment where the team as a whole and 
each team member can best fulfill their roles and thus contribute to collaboration, 
sharing, and the purpose of the project.

In a nutshell, if you want to promote team performance you have to empower 
your team to perform. Give your team the opportunity to excel and have an active 
hand in project success. Empower your team through your effective leadership. 
This goes in two directions. On the one hand, apply all five project leadership pyra-
mid principles and contribute to project success. On the other hand, help your team 
as a group and team members as individuals become leaders in their own roles and 
thus contribute to project success. Give your team the freedom to act, and share the 
information and power necessary to do so. This doesn’t mean the end of your lead-
ership. Empowerment does not come for naught. It is directed toward a common 
goal: the successful delivery of your project. “Empowerment means you have free-
dom to act; it also means you are accountable for results” (Blanchard et al., 1998, 
p. 90). Accountability is two sided. If an individual team member is successful, so 
are the team and leadership; if an individual fails, so do the team and its leader. It 
is therefore your responsibility as project leader to make sure that your team under-
stands this and supports each other practicing it. This is why empowerment takes 
effective leadership — your leadership.

5.1.4 � Rule 4: Develop a Solution-and-Results 
Orientation toward Problems and Risks

One of the characteristics of performing teams is that they focus on solutions and 
results rather than problems. As project leader you want every team member to 
understand how important it is to identify problems and risks. Furthermore, it 
is even more important that they not despair and stop thinking and acting when 
facing a problem. Instead, they should analyze the root of the problem or risk and 
take appropriate measures to solve or control it. From this perspective a problem or 
risk is not seen as a potential show-stopper but a chance to learn and prove skills 
and competencies on the individual and/or group levels. The question is not what a 
problem is all about but how to solve it for the benefit of the project and move on. 
This distinguishes a problem orientation from a solution-and-results orientation. 
The latter one is forward looking toward achieving the project vision. A problem 
orientation, on the other hand, holds the person accountable for solving the problem 
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in the past and present. As a consequence, performance becomes impossible. This 
is why the fourth rule of successfully promoting performance is to help your team 
develop a solution-and-results orientation toward problems and risks.

Practicing a solution-oriented approach to project challenges by itself is no guar-
antee of performance. It is an ingredient. It helps the team to be or at least become 
proactive and work toward achieving the project objectives.

As project leader it is not your responsibility to solve every potential problem or 
risk. What you want to do is empower your team to solve problems by themselves. 
This improves problem-solving competency and self-confidence on the individual 
and team level. You don’t talk so much about problems, mistakes, and shortcom-
ings. Instead, you elaborate on future chances and perspectives.

The last thing you want to do is seek a scapegoat for a problem. It is counter-
productive. All it does is deteriorate team morale. Team members end up withhold-
ing problems from the team, information flow ebbs, and collaboration is held to a 
minimum. This is the end of teamwork and team performance. Instead of trying to 
find a scapegoat, attack and solve problems as a team.

The chances of a group finding the solution to a problem are much greater than 
letting the accountable individual try to solve it by him- or herself. Accountability 
for solving a problem does not imply that the person has to solve the problem alone. 
It means that that person or group drives the solution. If the accountable individual 
is not able to do so alone, it is his or her responsibility to ask for help.

In cases where the team cannot solve a problem even with a joint effort, you 
still have the chance to escalate the issue and ask for help. If you do, outline what 
you have found out about the root causes of the problem or risk and share what you 
suggest doing. If you do not have a clue about a possible solution, say so.

If you cannot or do not want to escalate an issue, you may be able to work around 
it or live with it. Similar to developing a project plan, you cannot account for every 
possible detail. Nor will you be able to solve every problem or risk. As a matter of fact, 
oftentimes you will not even want to. In other words, do not attempt to solve or con-
trol every single problem or risk. Sometimes problems disappear or dissolve without 
you doing anything about them. Keep the big picture and overall direction in mind.

5.1.5 � Rule 5: Invite Productive Competition
In some project situations you may want to conduct team internal competitions to 
promote and improve team performance. This is especially the case when the proj-
ect takes place in a competitive environment such as the world of sports. Corollary, 
the fifth rule of successfully promoting performance encourages you to invite pro-
ductive competition in your team.

The team internal trials of the Alinghi sailing team serve as an example. The 
goal of the trials was to find the best person for each role on the boat, which secured 
the optimal team performance. The individual performance was seen in light of 
the overall team performance. In other words, the trials were not about individual 
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performances but to find the best collective performance. The ambition was to 
improve the team performance and become a better team.

Team internal competitions may also be useful, for example, in software devel-
opment projects, where two teams follow different approaches for a technical solu-
tion. They develop a prototype that illustrates their approaches. The aim is to learn 
which approach and solution may work best. From this perspective the team inter-
nal competition serves the purpose of promoting creativity and innovation.

Both examples show that competitiveness, for example, in the form of team 
internal competitions, can help promote performance. The prerequisite is that the 
competitiveness aims at improving team performance; it is linked with collabora-
tion and social sharing.

5.1.6 � Rule 6: Let It Happen
Suppose you are acting as a role model and you have created a supportive environ-
ment in which team performance can prosper. What else can you do to promote 
performance? Simple: Let it happen. This is the sixth rule of successfully promot-
ing performance. Let the team do its job. By the time a soccer match starts, for 
example, there is not much the coach can do about the team performance. It is 
showtime. Now the team has to prove its talents and show what it has learned.

There comes a point when you actually do not want to push individuals to 
perform. If you sense this is still necessary at this stage, you have probably missed 
something at an earlier stage, say during team norming or in one-on-one meetings 
with your team members.

Project leadership also deals with trust. You have to trust your team and let 
the team do its job. Alas, you are part of the team. You do not have time to micro-
manage your team members. Micromanagement is usually a sign of distrust and 
poor planning. It is poor leadership. When you have built a common vision and 
developed collaboration rules jointly with your team, there should be no need to 
micromanage team members. Promote performance by being a role model, creat-
ing the right environment, empowering your team, and then trusting your team. 
Do not force and micromanage your team members. Project leadership is not about 
micromanagement. It is about enabling and empowering your team to perform and 
produce results. It starts with you as the leader and culminates in teamwork, team 
performance, and team results.

5.1.7 � Rule 7: Celebrate Performance
The final rule for successfully promoting performance calls for celebrating perfor-
mance. There are at least two reasons to celebrate performance.

First, you should celebrate when you see the results of performance. These can 
be the delivery of a product, the approval of a project phase, or whatever the perfor-
mance was intended to achieve.
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Another reason to celebrate is the performance process itself. This is the 
behavior of individual team members or the team as a whole. You want to “look 
for behaviors that reflect the purpose and values, skill development, and team 
work, and reward, reward, reward those behaviors” (Blanchard et al., 2001, 
p. 190). The reward can be formal (in the form of a pay increase, a prize, or 
a promotion), or it can be informal (simply acknowledging the performance, 
enjoying the act of team performance). Things are running smoothly. Team 
members get a kick out of solving formerly insurmountable problems. They 
are happy to be a part of the team. They enjoy work and have a good time. 
Performance on the group level is high and in return helps improve individual 
performance. You can observe this, for example, when you watch a sports team 
on which individual players all of a sudden play exceptionally well, like they 
have never played before. It is because the team performance is helping unleash 
individual skills. This, too, is team magic. It is highly rewarding to the team 
and the individual members of the team. That is, experiencing team magic is a 
reward by itself.

With every celebration you know there is an end. Make sure that this celebra-
tion coincides with the successful project delivery. If you and your team are not 
there yet, stay focused on the project purpose. Performance is great as long as it 
is geared in the right direction. You do not want to be overindulged with team 
performance, lose sight of the changing environments and circumstances, and then 
have to find out that, although the team performance was great, it did not yield 
the required results. Celebrating performance is great. But make sure you and your 
team keep your sights on the project vision and produce results.

5.2 �T he Extended Project Team
The rules of promoting performance apply to both your core project team and 
the extended project team. You serve and act as a role model, you create the right 
environment, and you let performance develop and take place. Period. In the case 
of the extended team, you also ask what they, the stakeholders, need to perform in 
their extended project role. For example, what kind of information do they need? 
How much do they want to be involved in your daily project work? In return, you 
tell them what you need from them for project success. Note that you do not ask 
for what you need from them for yourself. This is not about you. It is about project 
success. This is what counts and this is what should drive you, your core team, and 
your extended team throughout the life of the project, from initiation to close. 
When you ask what the stakeholders need from you and tell them what you need 
from them to secure project success, it becomes evident that you, your core team, 
and your extended team are interdependent. Any one of you cannot achieve proj-
ect success without the help and support of the others. Nurture and cultivate this 
interdependence to the benefit of the project.
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This is not a call for trying to please everyone. If individual needs are within 
the scope of the project and actually help achieve its vision, you have to account 
for them. Other needs may be important to the specific person but may be out of 
the scope of the project. Recall that your first and foremost responsibility as project 
manager and project leader is to manage your project successfully and fulfill its 
objectives. This directs and bounds all of your activities. Corollary, it gives you an 
idea which special needs, requirements, and desires of your key stakeholders out-
side the core project team are consistent with the overall project vision and project 
objectives and thus may need special attention. At the same time, you will know 
which are beyond the scope of the project.

5.3 �T he Right Timing
Applying the performance rules is an ongoing activity. Building a performing team 
takes time, patience, and endurance. Corollary, the sooner you start promoting 
performance on the individual and team level, the better. This will help you build 
a common project vision and nurture collaboration. Remember, though, that you 
cannot force people to perform if the necessary conditions are not met. Two of the 
top requirements are a common vision and collaboration. They are the necessary 
conditions for promoting performance. Do not expect performance if there is no 
common vision as a driver of daily project life and rules of engagement. They all go 
hand in hand, linked with each other. Alas, it starts with you as project leader.

5.4 � Value of Performance
The most obvious reward of performance is results. The results may be the final 
project deliverables or smaller milestones on the way to the final project delivery. 
In either case, results give the person or team a sense of accomplishment. This is 
important and rewarding. But there is more to performance than results. The pro-
cess of performance itself is valuable. Top athletes talk of a “flow state” when they 
are performing. It is as if they lived and acted in a different world where everything 
seems to be possible. It can actually be this flow state people are after, what moti-
vates them. If you have ever worked on a performing team and experienced synergy 
effects from teamwork, the results of the team performance could be amazing. But 
it is the special atmosphere in such a performing team that creates magic and moti-
vates you and everyone else on the team. It takes the team performance to a higher 
level. No doubt, this is a desirable state you and your team may want to experience. 
Still, it is not automatically the ultimate state. A caveat regarding flow state created 
by team performance: you can create a tunnel vision within which you neglect or 
ignore the outside world, which changes and may affect your project vision and 
objectives. You are performing, but the end results you deliver may no longer be 
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needed. For example, you may work on a project building a bridge across a major 
river. The project duration is 18 months. You are really excited that you have built a 
performing team. Everything seems to work smoothly. After 18 months you finish 
the bridge on schedule and in budget. Yet, nothing seems to be right because the 
customer, the government, is not willing to pay your bill. They claim that you did 
not account for desired and required changes expressed during the project. You did 
not realize that the project objectives and requirements changed during the course 
of the project.

This example shows us that although team performance is desirable, as the 
project leader you also have to ensure that it leads in the right direction. This means 
you have to be sensible to changing circumstances that may affect the project objec-
tives and requirements. You and your team have to be aware of these changes and 
plan accordingly. As the project leader, you must ensure that your team is open and 
flexible enough to adjust to a changing environment. You have to create and nour-
ish a culture of ongoing learning. This brings us to the fourth principle of effective 
leadership: cultivating learning.

5.5 �A pplication Suggestions
	 1.	Think of a situation in which a role model inspired you to higher 

performance.
	 2.	Describe the ideal environment you need to be most productive in your present 

role.
	 a.	 What exactly makes this environment special to you? Why?
	 b.	 What do you need to change in your present situation to create this envi-

ronment? Why?
	 c.	 What disadvantages would this environment have or bring with it? 

Why?
	 d.	 What do you need to overcome these disadvantages and obstacles?
	 3.	Now analyze a past or present project environment:
	 a.	 How productive was/is this environment to team performance?
	 b.	 Describe the ideal environment for optimal team performance.
	 c.	 What exactly makes this environment special to your team? Why?
	 d.	 What do you and your team need to change to create this environment? 

Why?
	 e.	 What disadvantages would this environment have or bring with it? 

Why?
	 f.	 What do you and your team need to overcome these disadvantages and 

obstacles?
	 4.	List all criteria that make performance in your present project more likely?
	 5.	Describe what “magic” in general and the phenomenon of “team magic” in 

particular mean to you.
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	 6.	How can you account for individual motivations and interests on a project?
	 7.	Think of a winning championship team. What did it take this team to get 

there?
	 8.	What does it feel like to be part of a winning team? What were some of the 

obstacles you experienced on the way and how did you manage to overcome 
them?
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6Chapter 

Principle 4: Cultivate 
Learning

Take chances, make mistakes. That’s how you grow. Pain nourishes 
your courage. You have to fail in order to practice being brave.

Mary Tyler Moore (1936–),
U.S. television actress

6.1 � Certainty in an Uncertain World: 
Change and Mistakes

If performance is what we are striving for, lasting performance must be the Holy 
Grail. How true is this statement? Well, there is certainly some truth to it. We want 
to secure lasting performance in order to achieve our project objectives. Lasting 
performance by itself, however, is not sufficient if it does not account for change. 
We live in a dynamic, ever-changing world. This is a truism. Also, we know that we 
can expect lots of changes in long-lasting projects. This, too, is common sense. The 
same applies to the statements that we make mistakes and that knowing everything 
is an illusion. But, if we know all this already, why is it then that reflection, learning, 
and plan adjustments are not common practice in so many projects? Maybe it is not 
common sense after all that learning is important in life and thus in projects.

If we want to secure lasting performance we have to be able to cope with 
changes. Changes come in many forms, caused by ourselves and others. Sometimes 
we can influence them and sometimes we cannot. The fact is that we can expect 
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changes to take place. Knowing this, the question becomes how we can best cope 
with changes. Take the example of a soccer team in a major tournament, say the 
World Cup, which has won its first matches. The team already plays at a very high 
level. Experts consider it the favorite to win the tournament. Then, one day, one of 
the key players on the team gets injured during training. What happens next? Quite 
a few things can happen. Some people may freak out, lose control, and maybe even 
give up all hope of winning the next game. A performing team and, even more 
important, an effective leader stay calm. The leader (the head coach or the coaching 
team) assesses the alternatives, changes players’ roles, and adjusts the strategy to 
compensate for the missing player. The team’s only choice is to react to the changing 
circumstances. The question is how it handles the new situation. An experienced 
coach, knowing that players can get injured, can help prevent this from happening. 
For example, the coach ensures that the players have the necessary physical fitness 
to play in the first place. The coach may read signs of a player’s fatigue in a game 
and may replace the player with someone “fresh” from the bench. Still, there are 
and always will be circumstances the coach cannot control. This is no excuse not to 
be prepared for the unforeseen circumstances. It is a matter of attitude. The coach 
can freak out, lose control, and despair about losing one of the leading players, or 
he or she and the team can do something about it. This is when you know whether 
you are dealing with a truly performing team.

Performing teams are much more likely to cope with changing circumstances. 
They realize that there may not be enough time to despair. Instead, they embrace 
the situation and act. They show the necessary flexibility to step in and resolve the 
situation. This is where you want your team to be. For this to happen, not only 
do you have to fulfill the first three leadership principles, you have to cultivate an 
environment of learning, both on the individual and, even more important, on the 
team level.

This distinguishes effective and proactive leadership from ineffective and reactive 
management; this is the difference between performance and learning on the one 
hand and failure and inflexibility on the other. On what side do you want to be?

When you know that changes are likely to occur in your project, you and your 
team need to be prepared for them. Objectives, requirements, and collaboration 
rules are subject to change, performance levels may fluctuate, and even the vision 
may vary. Knowing this is one thing. Doing something about it is another thing. 
Do not fool yourself. You cannot account for every possible change. Indeed, it 
would be foolish to try to prepare for every single circumstance. Developing plans 
for every possible situation does not reduce uncertainty. It may give you some idea 
of what you could do, but there is no guarantee that it will work. We cannot foresee 
the future. A plan, therefore, can serve only as a road map, which itself is subject 
to change.

We can all make mistakes regardless if we have a rough, high-level plan or a 
very detailed plan accounting for every feasible problem. The question is what we 
make out of our mistakes. Do we learn from them or do we despair and give up?
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We all make mistakes. This is especially so when working in a fast-paced 
and uncertain environment. It is impossible to plan for every possible scenario. 
Expect mistakes to be made and build in enough flexibility to adjust your plans 
accordingly. A prerequisite is that you as the project leader create a culture of 
learning in which team members are not punished when they make mistakes. 
Making mistakes is normal. You want to build a team that is capable of learning 
from mistakes and mastering change. This cannot happen overnight. The key is 
that from the very first day you establish learning routines in your project. You 
want learning to be part of your daily project routine. How so? Let’s have a look 
at some examples.

6.2 �T he Status Report
One of the prerequisites of learning is the accessibility to information. This 
applies to both your core and extended project teams. The content you pro-
vide in project status reports is a sign of the amount and quality of informa-
tion you are sharing with your team. It is a good snapshot of your project. 
The requirements of a status report differ from project to project. Usually 
a status report consists of an executive summary of the overall status of the 
project. It lists achieved milestones or key activities since the last report, any 
upcoming milestones or key activities, and the top issues and risks. A status 
report is both backward and forward looking. Assessing the present status, 
you list and analyze the achievements of your project teams. The key question 
is whether or not the project is still on track and if you can achieve the proj-
ect objectives. The sooner you identify any discrepancies, the easier it is to 
realign your project. Asking the right questions will help you and your team 
identify actual or potential discrepancies early on, giving you enough time 
to learn from your mistakes and move on. Go beyond the usual status report 
questions and information. The five leadership principles serve as an orien-
tation. In preparing a status report you want to check if your activities are 
still in sync with the principles. Determining whether you are still following 
the principles will tell you if your vision, objectives, and requirements have 
changed or need to be modified. The same applies to the team’s collaboration 
rules, performance routines, and even results. If any one of the five prin-
ciples have been violated, chances are that your project is no longer on track. 
Therefore, when you prepare your status report, monitor the milestones, list 
accomplishments, identify issues and risks, and outline steps to resolve and 
control them. In addition, check if you and your team are following the five 
leadership principles for success. This will help you identify root causes and 
possible problems that could cause harm if they are not detected and resolved 
early on. Once more, the sooner you identify any discrepancies the easier it is 
to realign your project.
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6.3 �R eview Sessions
A simple and pragmatic learning routine is to conduct regular feedback sessions 
with your team. You can conduct them daily, weekly, or monthly, depending on 
the nature of your project. The key question you and your team want to answer is 
what everyone has learned since the last feedback session. Personally, I like to start 
by asking everyone what is going well in our project, what we have to improve to 
secure project success, and how to do so. See Chapter 11 for sample formats.

There are a few things to keep in mind when you plan, prepare, and conduct 
review sessions.

6.3.1 � Regularity
Make the feedback session a regular event for your project, starting the first day. Let 
it become an early and regular routine. Do not wait until your project or a project 
phase is completed. That will not allow you to find out what you could be doing 
better or differently while you have the chance. Conducting a lessons learned ses-
sion upon completion of a project may be valuable if you can apply those lessons in 
a future project. True. However, they are useless for the past project. Thus, feedback 
sessions need to be a constant part of your current project.

6.3.2 � Focused Lessons Learned
Collecting feedback is a first important step. Next, prioritize the lessons learned 
and discuss the most important ones. Go a step further and ask what actions you 
can derive from these lessons. Consolidate them into a motto for the whole team to 
work on till the next feedback session.

In a past project we conducted daily stand-up meetings where every team mem-
ber talked about their work package and most pressing issue of that day (Juli, 2003). 
Once a week we expanded this session to include lessons learned. It was interesting 
to see what the various team members learned each week and what they wanted to 
work on the next week. In addition to individual goals, we derived team goals to 
work on each week. Examples were “Work smart, not hard,” “Focus on small time 
savings,” or “Let’s do it right the first time instead of learning by trial and error.” 
The feedback session quickly became our team round of learning. And it didn’t stop 
there. It resulted in greater and faster sharing of breakthrough experiences. Team 
members started posting their lessons learned on the whiteboard even before the 
feedback session for open discussion. Often we did not wait till the next review ses-
sion and started sharing lessons learned on an ongoing basis. Learning became an 
early routine on a daily basis.

Prioritizing feedback helps you and your team focus. It is impossible to focus 
on several activities at the same time. It scatters your resources. It is inefficient and 
ineffective because it does not yield the desired, tangible results. Instead, focus on 
one or only a few action items at a time.
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6.3.3 � Rotate Positions
There is no law that dictates that the project leader must always facilitate the feed-
back sessions. Indeed, I encourage you to rotate the facilitator role on your team. 
This has a number of advantages. First, it gives you a chance to participate more 
actively in the feedback session as a normal team member. Second, it gives every 
team member the opportunity to develop facilitation skills. You may want to start 
the session by asking the facilitator to share his or her own observations and lessons 
learned. Tell the team member beforehand about opening and leading the review 
session, so he or she has sufficient time to prepare.

6.3.4 � Vary Locations
In most cases you will probably run your regular feedback sessions at the site of 
your project. From time to time, you may also want to consider conducting the 
sessions at an off-site location, away from your usual place of work. Ask a third 
person to facilitate this workshop, and actively participate in the workshop, not as 
a project leader but as a team member.

Off-site meetings offer a number of advantages. The different location may help 
team members think more clearly, because of the distance from their daily jobs. Maybe 
you can combine the workshop with a team event and/or team-building exercises to 
help boost team morale and collaboration. Thus a simple review session can contrib-
ute not only to learning but also to improved team morale, better and more effective 
collaboration and performance, and clear expectations about the road ahead.

6.4 �T raining
The ideal scenario for a project is that everyone on your team possesses the right 
skills and competencies to master the challenges ahead. Reality, however, looks dif-
ferent. First, you may not be able find the persons with the right skills. Second, you 
may think you have all the required skills and competencies covered and then find 
out that this is not the case. Or, individual team members may fall out or leave the 
project. The team then has to compensate for the missing skills and competencies. 
This may work out, but there is no guarantee.

There may be times when you can compensate for missing skills. At other times, 
you have to fill the gaps because your team is simply missing the required skills 
altogether. The sooner you can identify these gaps, the better, because it may give 
you sufficient time to fill them. Formal training may help. However, sending team 
members to such training during a project may cause them to fall behind schedule 
on their work packages. Therefore, it is best if you can conduct formal training 
before the start of your project. If this is not possible, plan for sufficient time dur-
ing the project.
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An alternative to formal training is team internal training, where experienced 
team members help less experienced members learn the missing skills and compe-
tencies. You may organize teaching sessions for this purpose or pair experienced 
with less experienced team members. This allows team members to share informa-
tion and expertise across your team.

It is not just the project leader calling the shots. In a functioning team, every 
team member is responsible for identifying and addressing possible gaps in skills 
and competencies and finding a solution. This is why it is important that you set 
up the expectation that all team members be open and receptive to learning and 
sharing their own knowledge and experience. It cannot be that it is just you sharing 
information. Everybody has to participate. As project leader, you serve as partner 
and coach for learning and information sharing. You facilitate learning. You are not 
the sole source of information. Help build a learning environment and invite the 
complete team to join and support you.

6.5 �T iming: It Is Never Too Late to Learn, Unless …
Learning is an ongoing activity. As much as circumstances can change and some 
changes are beyond our control, you want learning to be a part of your daily 
project work. Always. In a past project of mine a team member revealed in a team 
meeting that he would not be able to finish his work package on time and thus 
we could not deliver on time. This may not be too uncommon a situation. What 
made this situation a bit more peculiar was the fact that the team member revealed 
his little secret just 4 hours before the final delivery deadline. This was bad news. 
The project manager was anything but happy about this delay. The team saved 
the situation. It analyzed the problem and jointly developed a solution. It did not 
spend a single moment blaming the team member for not telling the team earlier 
about his delivery problems. The team focused on finding a resolution and execut-
ing it together. This is an excellent example of teamwork and a solution-oriented 
attitude toward challenges. It shows that it is never too late to learn — as long as 
the project delivery date has not passed or you could not deliver because you did 
not learn early enough. This is why you want to create a learning environment 
from day 1 of your project.

6.6 � Banning Learning
To illustrate what can happen if you do not make learning a constant part of 
your daily project routine, let me tell you a story of another project I was work-
ing on. At the beginning of the project, the project office encouraged the project 
manager to conduct a team feedback session or lessons learned workshop at the 
completion of each project phase. The project manager agreed. On the day of the 
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lessons learned workshop everybody appeared and stayed throughout, with one 
exception: the project manager bailed out literally at the last minute for another 
meeting. When he reviewed the prioritized feedback after the workshop, he was 
upset. Rather than addressing the results of the lessons learned workshop with 
the team, he took the concerns raised by the team as a personal assault against 
him. As a consequence, he forbade the project office to plan and conduct any 
future single lessons learned sessions with the team. The team on the other side 
wanted to have regular feedback sessions. It was seeing the value they got out of 
the first session. This was of no interest to the project manager, however, and he 
insisted on the ban of future feedback sessions. The decision disappointed the 
team a great deal. For awhile individual team members continued to share their 
experiences and lessons learned. However, it didn’t capture them in a consis-
tent way and share them across the complete team. Soon, fewer team members 
expended the energy to share their thoughts and experiences. Openly talking 
about mistakes was perceived as a sign of weakness. People became afraid of talk-
ing about shortcomings, problems, or risks. They focused on their own activities, 
deliverables, and performance. Individual performance did not suffer, but team 
performance deteriorated and so did team morale. There was hardly any room to 
openly share experiences and new ideas, which was critical because the various 
work packages were dependent on each other. Toward the end of the project the 
deliverables of the subprojects were integrated. Not too surprising, they did not 
function together as required. The resulting integration effort took longer than 
planned and moved the original deadline. At the end of the day, the project was 
delivered late and was over budget.

This story is not meant to imply that not conducting lessons learned workshops 
will automatically cause your project to fail. What it does tell us is that blocking the 
development of a pulsating and active learning environment characterized by open 
and constructive feedback and team learning sends a wrong, negative message. 
In the example, banning feedback sessions had a ripple effect. It decreased team 
morale, questioned the value of open collaboration, caused people to focus on their 
own performance and deliverables rather than the team’s (thus undermining the 
seamless integration of the different work packages and deliverables), and endan-
gering final project delivery. Clearly, this was far from what the project manager 
intended, but he was still accountable for the mess he helped create. I admit that 
there were other reasons for the failure of this particular project. The behavior of 
the project manager was no excuse for other team members to stop learning alto-
gether. Not all of them did, which probably saved project delivery, even though it 
was late and over budget.

A small group of team members including myself continued to synchronize, 
sharing information, experiences, and concerns, and we kept our performance level 
high. It was frustrating to witness the vanishing team morale. Still, we contin-
ued our small team effort, focused on our deliverables, thus contributing to saving 
delivery (at least partly) and making a difference.
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6.7 � Invite External Project Reviews
Usually project reviews or audits are perceived as bad. This is understandable. 
Nobody likes being criticized. As project leader, however, it is a matter of attitude. 
Project reviews can be a great learning opportunity. They can help the project man-
ager manage the project to success. An outside view offers different perspectives; 
fresh and unspoiled perspectives. In contrast, the longer we work on a project, the 
more likely it becomes for us to develop tunnel vision. Understanding the power 
of learning and innovation, we should avoid this by all means. Project reviews can 
help achieve this.

Sharing your lessons learned does not stop with your team, core or extended. 
Invite others to challenge you on your project vision and the progress of your 
project. One of my former employers conducted project reviews of every project 
prior to the close of a project phase. The purpose of the review was multifold. For 
one, it ensured that the respective project manager and project team complied with 
the quality delivery standards. Second, reviewers wanted to find out if there were 
areas of improvement and where the reviewers or the organization could help the 
project team succeed. It was not the goal to find construction areas and blame 
the project manager and team for issues or risks. Instead, the company goal was 
that all projects were delivered to the fullest satisfaction of our clients. The project 
reviews were mandatory for all projects. Everybody expected them, although they 
did not necessarily like them. The bottom line was that they helped keep delivery 
quality at a high level. This in return helped the project manager and his team to 
become a better team. They were able to deliver the project on time and delighted 
the client, the team, and their own organization.

6.8 �E xtended Team Learning
When you cultivate learning, expand the learning environment to the extended 
project team. Although you may not have the chance to meet with the extended 
team on a regular basis, do not allow this to be an obstacle to soliciting regular 
feedback. Checking for expectations regularly will tell you if the side constraints 
you have accounted for in setting up and planning your project are still valid or 
if they have changed. Remember that stakeholders can have a significant impact 
on the project vision and objectives. They can affect the way you work in your core 
team and thus influence team performance. For example, the line organization 
in which some of your team members usually work may undergo a restructuring. 
Consequently, the line manager you reported to in your role as project manager 
changes. The new line manager may not share the views of the predecessor and thus 
opposes your project. Given the newly gained influence, the line manager threatens 
to withdraw team members from the project team unless the special desires of the 
line managers are accounted for in the project. Now you have to react quickly. You 
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must find out what motivates the new line manager and what explains the resis-
tance to your project. Take this input and align the project accordingly so as not to 
threaten the project vision.

Expanding the learning environment to the extended project team enables 
you to become sensitive to changes that are outside the inner realm of the project 
but that can still affect daily project operations and ultimately the successful proj-
ect delivery.

6.9 � Learning and Innovation
We do not live in a world of certainty. Projects are no different. We constantly 
face uncertainties, have to make decisions, and act on incomplete information. In 
such a situation, making mistakes is inevitable. They are normal and part of our 
daily life. If we learn from them, they are not a bad thing at all. They can actually 
enforce learning effects. From this perspective, punishing mistakes is counterin-
tuitive. If you want to be or even have to be creative in your project, you can expect 
to make mistakes. The key is to embrace these mistakes as learning opportunities 
and move on. Innovation comes from learning. And there is no learning without 
mistakes.

In some situations you may actually want to encourage your team to make mis-
takes if it satisfies a higher purpose. For example, if you want to find a new approach 
or develop a new technical routine the only way to approach this may be by trial 
and error. In this case you cannot learn if you do not make mistakes. It would be 
fatal if you punished your team members for errors committed. As long as they 
learn from their mistakes, this is a good process and valuable learning experience.

If you are seriously interested in creating something new, you have to go new 
ways. Given that every project faces many changes, you must take paths that you 
did not and could not plan in every detail. You have to take new approaches and, 
yes, you will make mistakes. The big question is what you will make out of them. 
The way you react to mistakes makes a big difference. Learning from them and 
moving on to a higher level is key to innovation and innovative results.

You may have heard of Google’s and 3M’s learning models. In both companies 
employees work 4 days on their assigned project. The fifth day is reserved for inno-
vation: 50% of this time should be project related, and the remaining 50% can be 
the team member’s pet project. In both cases the team member is expected to pro-
duce a tangible result or at least an insight. It may be a bit far-fetched to claim that 
this time-sharing model is the most important key to Google’s and 3M’s innovation 
power. It certainly is an important factor.

The neat thing is that we can copy it to our project world 1:1. You can argue 
whether you want to or can reserve a full day each week for innovative exercises. 
I would say that you should plan a minimum of 10% of your time for innovation 
that is project related. Create room for your team members to be creative, to try 

K11559.indb   65 7/23/10   10:21:30 AM



66  ◾  Leadership Principles for Project Success﻿

something new, share their ideas, and learn from each other. Note that the 10% is 
not a time buffer used to compensate for late deliverables. Of course, it can be, but 
this should be avoided. Personally, I don’t believe in time buffers. Instead, spend 
sufficient time estimating your work packages and accounting for risks. This should 
do the trick and make additional time buffers unnecessary. However, when you tell 
your team that you have reserved 10 or 20% of their time for innovation benefiting 
the project, this sends out a strong and positive signal. You expect your team mem-
bers to think outside the box, beyond the known path traveled, and to find new 
avenues to reach the goals of the projects. Since every team member has the luxury 
of this innovation time, it helps create a team learning culture. It is learning for the 
purpose of the project. And the team and each individual may benefit from it. This 
is a win–win situation.

6.10 �T he Value of Learning
We started the chapter with the preconception that if it is performance we are striv-
ing for, lasting performance must be the Holy Grail. By now we know that this not 
necessarily true. Lasting performance can be achieved. It takes practice, training, 
endurance, and a results-driven attitude toward project challenges to develop and 
sustain it.

Look at any sports team. Training (i.e., learning) is one of the key activities of 
the team. The goal is to become a better team. It culminates in performance on 
the day of the competition. The competition shows whether the preparation was 
good enough; it decides if the team’s performance is sufficient to ensure and deliver 
the desired results. Finding out that this is not the case can be valuable if there is 
another competition in the near future and the team can improve its performance 
next time around. Once again, save for a very few exceptions, there cannot be 
performance without training or learning. Performance and project success do not 
fall from heaven. You have to prepare and work for them, learning from mistakes 
and  failures. Just make sure that it is not project failure you are learning from, 
because then it is too late to adjust. The show is over. When you or your team make 
mistakes, learn from them. Correct your shortcomings, improve your performance, 
and continue to work toward accomplishing the project vision, before it is too late.

Cultivating learning starts with you as the project leader. But it does not stop 
there. For learning and performance to yield the desired results, you have to involve 
your team. It is your responsibility as project leader to help create a learning envi-
ronment and culture in your team. Set the expectation that you want everyone in 
your team to join and support you. Empower your team to perform, make mis-
takes, learn, and innovate. This helps reduce uncertainty as information flows more 
freely, people are not afraid of making mistakes because they see them as learning 
opportunities, and team members help each other solve problems. Innovation can 
prosper and lead to new and better products.
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In the last chapter we saw that promoting performance is an ongoing exercise. 
Cultivating learning is no different. Promoting performance and cultivating learn-
ing must go hand in hand. Combine the two principles and they become ingredi-
ents for lasting performance.

By cultivating learning from the beginning of your project you significantly 
increase the speed at which your team can move from the forming to the perform-
ing stage and then stay in this stage. Once you have created a learning environment, 
the storming phase of the project team turns into an opportunity to adjust rules 
and responsibilities and allow for team performance to develop and prosper at an 
even faster pace.

Note that in the project leadership pyramid, learning is embedded between 
performance and results. For good reason. When you move from the pyramid level 
of performance to the level of results you pass through learning. This means if you 
want performance to yield the desired results you have to cultivate learning. There 
cannot be lasting performance without learning, and there cannot be results with-
out performance.

6.11 �A pplication Suggestions
	 1.	How are you securing a creative and innovative learning environment in your 

project?
	 2.	How do you involve your own project team in cultivating learning?
	 3.	What three factors do you value the most in an innovative learning culture?
	 4.	What factors can you think of that impede continuous learning and self-

improvement in a team? How can you remove these impediments?
	 5.	How do you expand the learning environment from your core team to the 

extended project team of stakeholders?
	 6.	How do you identify and cope with changes in the external project environ-

ment that may affect your project?
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7Chapter 

Principle 5: Ensure Results

However beautiful the strategy, you should occasionally look at the 
results.

Sir Winston Churchill (1874–1965),
British Prime Minister

7.1 �P roject Success Is Not Measured Solely by Results
Finally we have reached the base of the pyramid. We can see each stone of the 
pyramid clearly. Looking up, we may even see the top of the pyramid. We certainly 
are impressed by the mere size of the pyramid.

So, is this the end of the journey? Is this what the whole journey was about? You 
may be tempted to say yes. First of all, how do we know if we delivered the right result? 
Maybe it is just an interim result. For example, a soccer team may have won a qualifica-
tion match for the World Cup. Is this the end? No. The vision is to win the World Cup. 
And there are a lot of steps on the path to this vision. Winning a match is an example.

Don’t be fooled. Delivering your project is important, very important indeed. It 
is one of the objectives of every project. It is the most important responsibility of a 
project manager. The question, though, is How did we get there? Project results are 
important. Oftentimes they are what people care most about. But is project success 
only about delivering results? Is project leadership only about ensuring results?

Of course, we know the right answer is “no.” We have seen in the previous 
chapter that project success and project leadership are not defined solely by results 
or their delivery. Vision, collaboration, performance, and learning are just as impor-
tant. They culminate in results. When you talk about project success, the path 
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to project results matters too. Corollary, an effective project leader always looks 
beyond the delivery of results.

Consider the opposite position for a moment: results are all that matters in 
project leadership. If this statement were true, we might see a project manager who 
forces the team to deliver a project, team morale that is low because the project 
manager constantly intimidates team members, a project manager who is the only 
person calling the shots, dictating what to do and when, and team members who 
are micromanaged and monitored around the clock. If this were the case, yes, the 
heart of leadership would be about delivering results.

If, on the other hand, and I hope this is the case, you have reservations about 
this scenario, continue reading.

7.2 �R esponsibility for Results: Project Leader and Team
Let’s agree on the point that project leaders are accountable for project results. 
However, they are not the sole individuals who are delivering. It is their team. 
Delivering results is a team effort. The team is the heart and soul of a project. 
Project leaders are members of the teams they help build. It is their responsibility to 
take the initiative and ensure that team synergy effects can take place.

Hence, although results are important, they are only one element in project suc-
cess. And you as the project leader have to ensure results. But you do not deliver them 
by yourself. Actually, you cannot. Effective project leaders do not forget their base of 
power: their team. Without their team nothing will be delivered. The project leader 
and the team have to build one unit. In other words, as far as delivery is concerned 
the project leader and the team are one unit. Of course this is so, because the project 
leader is also a member of the team. If there is a bottom line it is that the project leader 
has to ensure results. This is what he or she stands for. However, results are not deliv-
ered by the project leader alone but by the project leader and the team as one unit.

Project results are not about individual performance and delivery. They are 
about team performance and team delivery. After all, we are talking about a “team” 
as one unit and not a group of individuals who care only about their own individual 
goals and work without looking left or right.

As project leader you lead your team to results. The team delivers, not the proj-
ect leader. This is the difference between a want-to-be project leader who acts like a 
dictator or tyrant and an effective project leader. Who do you want be?

7.3 � Critical Success Factors of Results
Results are about team effort. And a good team starts with leadership. In this sense, 
a team starts with you. And you start with building vision and following the other 
principles. If you want to build a team, be part of the team, and lead your team to 
results, you have to nurture collaboration, you have to promote performance on the 
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individual and most important on the team level, you have to create an environment 
of learning and reflection and cultivate it, and you have to ensure results. If you 
neglect the last principle, ensuring results, you act like a skipper without direction 
who stays on the ocean until all resources have vanished. Without food or water you 
and your crew will eventually die. This is a guarantee. The same applies to a project. 
If you do not have any direction and you do not ensure delivery, your project is basi-
cally “dead.” And who knows, maybe it was not alive in the first place.

This is why the fifth principle of ensuring results complements the first four prin-
ciples of the project leadership pyramid. It is the combination of all five principles that 
constitutes the project leadership pyramid. Applying all five principles is what effective 
project leadership for project success is about. If you miss any one of them, your leader-
ship is flawed and you will most likely not secure project success. The fifth principle of 
ensuring results reminds us that we have to make sure the results of the other four prin-
ciples are in sync with the project vision and objectives. They have to serve the project 
purpose. Whenever any of the project leadership pyramid principles yields results, they 
have to build up to the final product or service of the project. Ensuring results is thus 
not an activity focusing only on the final project deliverables. It appeals to us that our 
project activities shall be results oriented, keeping the end deliverables in mind. It is a 
call for results-driven leadership — with the necessary flexibility outlined in the fourth 
principle of the project leadership pyramid. And, although the team delivers results, it 
is not responsible for project failure; that falls to you as the project leader, for not hav-
ing lived by the five principles of effective leadership. In other words, you are one of the 
sources of failure or success for your project. Act responsibly.

7.4 � Interim Results
I doubt you want to be blamed for a project failure. Actually, I am sure you do not 
want your project to fail in the first place. Why would you? You want to make sure 
you set up your project for success right from the start and ensure throughout the 
project that you stay on the right course. One way to find out if you are, is by feed-
back from your sponsor, from your team, and from your stakeholders. And you get 
feedback in the form of results. You do not have to wait until the end of your project 
to see them. If at all possible — and in most projects this is the case — define mile-
stones with interim results and agree on them with your sponsor and your team. In 
addition all efforts should be results driven, benefiting the purpose of the project. 
Delivering results throughout your project is the insurance for delivering the final 
result as required. This is true for a number of reasons.

Interim results reveal if you are on the right track. Say, for example, you are lead-
ing a software project but the client is not sure what exactly it wants or needs. If you 
happen to work in the IT industry, you know this scenario is quite common. In this 
case, you and your team can build an early prototype and demonstrate it to your 
client and sponsor. Asking them if this is what they have in mind gives you valuable 
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input. Maybe they do not like it and request some changes. Because it is a prototype 
you still have enough time to make the necessary adjustments. Another example is 
a soccer team trying to qualify for the World Cup. A practice match gives the coach 
an idea if the team structure works or if changes must still be made.

Note that regular deliverables or interim results need not always constitute a tan-
gible product. It could be that you have a formal checkpoint at which you reflect on 
the project’s progress and the overall results thus far and how you plan to proceed.

Another example showing the value of interim results is the Alinghi sailing team. 
Driven by the vision of winning the America’s Cup, the team ran regular trials under 
real conditions. Team members were not guaranteed a spot on the A or B team. 
Performance fluctuated throughout the preparation phase. So did the composure 
of the team. Due to this internal competition, individual and overall performance 
improved significantly. Everyone knew that eventually it was not about the individual 
performance. It was about finding the right team, where every single team member 
helped form one unit with the team. All that mattered was overall team performance. 
Getting to this point was a long-term effort. It took time. This is why interim chal-
lenges in the form of trials were so important. Ensuring these interim results was cru-
cial to finding the right team, to secure team performance at the highest level, which 
eventually led to victory for the Alinghi sailing team in the America’s Cup.

These examples show that regardless of how regular deliverables or interim results 
look, they give you and your team the chance to learn whether you are on track. In this 
sense, interim results reduce uncertainty. This is extremely helpful in long-term proj-
ects, such as finding the best sailing team, constructing a bridge, or building a house. 
In the latter case, the architect may first build a small model or create a simulation on 
the computer. This is much better than being surprised by an end result, finding out 
that you had something completely different in mind when you ordered the house.

Another benefit of interim results is that they can give you and your team 
a sense of accomplishment early on. This can be a morale booster. Feedback on 
interim results shows you where you and your team need to make changes, choose 
a different approach, switch roles within the team, bring somebody else onto the 
team, or, who knows, maybe kick out nonperforming team members if all fails.

Interim results also give you a reason to celebrate the accomplishment with your 
team. This, too, can be important for team morale and motivation. Celebrating 
accomplishments with your team throughout the project life helps boost morale 
and create a stronger sense of community. It helps improve collaboration and team 
performance. It is a win–win thing to do. Don’t miss it.

7.5 �T iming of Results
If you wait too long to deliver and present results, it may be too late. For example, 
a project I assessed some time ago prepared a prototype of the final product. The 
reason was multifold. First, the team wanted to showcase the project. Second, the 
team intended to tell coworkers about the new product the project was developing. 

K11559.indb   72 7/23/10   10:21:31 AM



Principle 5: Ensure Results  ◾  73

Last but not least, the team was interested in feedback from the client and sponsor, 
finding out to what extent the prototype met expectations and requirements. There 
was nothing wrong with this approach. Actually, the intentions were excellent and 
laudable. There was just one major flaw. The team did not finish the prototype 
until 2 weeks prior to the delivery and go-live date of the final product. Although 
the prototype created a lot of interest from coworkers, it was useless in the sense 
that the team ran out of time to accommodate any feedback from the client in the 
final product and project delivery. Failing to plan and deliver this interim result on 
time showed a number of things. Not only did it show a lack of understanding of 
proper planning, it also sent a signal to the client that the team did not care about 
their feedback nor did they have a sincere interest in finding out the true needs and 
desires of the client.

This example tells us that interim results are important. It also illustrates that 
interim results have to be delivered at a time when they still serve their purpose, 
be it to solicit feedback, showcase the project, demonstrate a new technology, pres-
ent new ideas, etc. Plan for and build in interim results in your project plan and 
deliver them at a time that still gives you and your team sufficient time to react 
and account for the feedback in the remainder of your project. If delivering an 
interim result reveals that your project is off track, you have to react immediately 
and realign your project. And you need to have enough time to do so. If you deliver 
interim results too late (i.e., at a time where it is impossible to accommodate any 
feedback and make any adjustments to your project), they are useless. In this case 
they create more effort than they add value to you, your team, and your client.

The intervals of interim results depend on the nature of your project. There is 
no strict rule regarding the length of these intervals. For some projects you will 
want to have regular deliverables every 2 or 3 weeks. In Agile software development 
the team builds and delivers workable pieces of software in iterations of every 2 to 
4 weeks. For other projects you may have only one interim milestone. The impor-
tant thing to keep in mind is that interim results have to add value. They have to 
benefit the purpose of the project. It doesn’t do any good to produce interim results 
every 2 weeks just to present something. The various interim results should build 
up and form a whole that eventually constitutes the final project deliverable. In 
addition, you and your team as well as your client and sponsor have to understand 
the value of the interim results. As much as you talk about the final project results 
and ensure a common understanding of the project vision, the primary project 
players have to understand why and how interim results add value. The results have 
to be in sync with the project vision and its objectives.

When you plan for interim results keep the ultimate project goal in mind. 
For example, the goal could be a prototype that aims to demonstrate the viabil-
ity of new technology. Or it may be a presentation to your stakeholders in which 
you list the team’s accomplishments and outline the next steps. The objective of 
the presentation is to involve the stakeholders and win their continuous support, 
necessary to achieve the project objectives.
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Another example may be teaching a new technique in sports, say skiing. You 
break down the new technique into its various components, teach and train each 
individual skill, and link them together one by one until finally they form one 
movement and the technique you originally had in mind.

When you train for a marathon you probably plan races of shorter duration. 
The shorter races tell you where you stand in your training. They give you feedback 
about your condition and show you what you still need to practice. The shorter 
practice races constitute interim results in your project of preparing for and run-
ning a marathon.

7.6 �T he Value of Ensuring Results
What we have seen in this chapter is that, although delivering results may be the 
bottom line of a project, project success and project leadership are not defined solely 
by results or their delivery. Vision, collaboration, performance, and learning are just 
as important. They are the prerequisites for project results. Consequently, when you 
talk about project success, the path to project results matters too.

Ensuring results is not solely about end results. The fifth principle calls on us to 
keep the project vision in mind in all our activities and produce results that benefit 
the purpose of the project. Ensuring ongoing results builds the base of the pyramid 
until it is complete. Project success is not defined by a single product or service 
delivered at the completion of a project. It is the accumulation of the many results 
yielded from each and every principle in the project leadership pyramid.

Project delivery is a team effort, not an individual effort. You have to lead your 
team to project delivery. You as the project leader have to ensure that you and your 
team deliver results on an ongoing basis. Prerequisite is that you are forming and 
building a performing team. As project leader it is your duty to build and prepare 
your team for performance. Empower your team and let team magic evolve and 
fulfill its potentials. Give your team enough freedom to unravel its strengths and 
talents. This does not mean that you give up control of your team and your project. 
You continue to guide your team toward fulfilling the project vision and objectives. 
You are responsible for making sure all results are in sync with the project vision 
and contribute to achieving the project objectives. Ensuring results thus means that 
as project leader you guide your team in this direction. Be aware that although the 
team is responsible for delivery, as project leader you remain accountable for project 
success, which entails results and reflects the quality of collaboration, performance, 
and learning you helped set up.

Accountability for project success is not limited to the final project delivery. It 
includes the complete process and ongoing results. A project is a journey to the base 
of the project leadership pyramid. Hence a project is not just the final destination 
or delivery. There may be endless ways and means to the final destination. All are 
part of the journey. As project leader you must ensure that the team stays on the 
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right path to the final destination. The sooner you learn if you and your team have 
departed from the right path, the sooner you can correct it and return it to the right 
direction. Interim results and/or interim milestones help you determine whether 
you are still traveling in the right direction or if you need to realign your project. 
They serve as orientation points for project progress.

In a sense, interim results are also elements of the fourth principle of cultivating 
learning. They provide excellent learning opportunities. Also similar to learning, 
ensuring results is an ongoing activity. Without interim results, learning stays on 
the abstract level. For example, when you conduct a formal project review and fall 
short of deriving tangible follow-up action items you deprive yourself from true 
learning and its benefits. As a matter of fact, you undermine the purpose of the 
project review. Remember, the goal of a project review is to identify what works 
and what does not and agree to do something about the areas that need improve-
ment. However, just planning and talking about improvements and not executing 
them will not do any good and does not add any value. It is a waste of time.

Learning in a project environment without results that contribute to the even-
tual project success is useless. Learning has to be directed toward the project vision 
and objectives. For example, why invest in a formal training of new technical skills 
if you cannot apply the skills in your project? Consequently, if you want to ensure 
results from learning, they have to serve the purpose of the project. It is not suf-
ficient to cultivate learning. You have to ensure that learning yields results and ben-
efits the project vision. This is why regular results are so important and you want 
them to be a constant part of your project.

Ongoing project results serve as a reflection of project leadership and how well 
the five principles of the project leadership pyramid are practiced They reveal the 
true quality of team collaboration, team performance, and team learning. It is a 
form of quality assurance of effective project leadership for project success.

No single principle is the most important. It is the combination of all five lead-
ership principles that helps secure project success. Building vision is the principle to 
start with, but you cannot achieve results if you do not embrace all five principles 
together as one unit. Furthermore, you need to understand the dynamics of the 
principles and how they interact with each other. This takes us to the last chapter 
of Part I of this book, where we take a close look at these dynamics and gain an 
understanding of the holistic pyramid.

7.7 �A pplication Suggestions
	 1.	Can you think of a project that fell short of delivering results and yet was con-

sidered a success? If so, why? What were the factors that made people think or 
believe that this particular project was a success nevertheless?

	 2.	Can you think of a project that resembled a death march (e.g., team members 
worked overtime to meet the deadline, team morale was low throughout, 

K11559.indb   75 7/23/10   10:21:31 AM



76  ◾  Leadership Principles for Project Success﻿

there was an absence of effective collaboration), yet in spite of the death 
march character, the project produced the required results and the sponsor 
and clients were happy?

	 a.	 What was the definition of “project success”?
	 b.	 How did the team members define “project success”?
	 c.	 How would the team members define “project success” the next time 

around?
	 d.	 What could you do differently, applying the five project leadership pyra-

mid principles?
	 3.	When and how did interim results help boost your performance, quality, and 

collaboration?
	 4.	What are other rewards of ensuring results?
	 5.	How can you ensure results during the initiation phase of your project?
	 6.	How can you utilize teamwork to ensure results?
	 7.	How can you involve the extended project team in your effort of ensuring 

results? When is the best time to do so?
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8Chapter 

The Dynamic Pyramid

Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not one bit 
simpler.

Albert Einstein (1879–1955),
physicist 1

8.1 � Five Principles, One Project Leadership Pyramid
The pyramid is complete. We have learned about all five leadership principles for proj-
ect success. Together they constitute the project leadership pyramid. End of story? 
Not quite. It is important to understand these five principles. However, understanding 
the individual principles is not sufficient. In the last chapter we saw that the principles 
affect each other. It is difficult to isolate them from one another. For example, interim 
results offer excellent learning opportunities, which in turn help boost collaboration, 
improve performance, give rise to innovation, and thus move us closer to realizing 
the project vision. This shows that the principles are interrelated and interdependent. 
They are not isolated principles. Instead, they have to be seen as one unit.

This should not come as a surprise to you. After all, we are talking about one 
project leadership pyramid, not five. As small as this detail may be, it has a very 

1	Quote attributed to A. Einstein based on Herbert Spencer Lecture, “On the Method of 
Theoretical Physics,” delivered at Oxford (10 June 1933); also published in Philosophy of Science, 
Vol. 1, No. 2 (April 1934), pp. 163–169. The original quote from his lecture was: “It can 
scarcely be denied that the supreme goal of all theory is to make the irreducible basic elements 
as simple and as few as possible without having to surrender the adequate representation of a 
single datum of experience.” (Retrieved from http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Albert_einstein on 
January 27, 2010.)
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deep and important meaning. Leadership is not merely the sum of applying the five 
principles. It is understanding and living the dynamics within each principle as well 
as all five principles as one unit.

8.2 �T he Resulting 5×5 Pyramid
If you want to gain a deeper understanding of one principle, you need to account 
for the remaining four principles and how they relate to the one you are looking at. 
Corollary, we are not talking about one pyramid consisting of five parts. Rather, we 
have a 5×5 pyramid consisting of five principles, where each principle accounts for 
itself as well as the other four principles. This is illustrated in Figure 8.1.

Let’s look at each principle once more and this focus on the interrelatedness of 
the principles.

8.2.1 � Principle 1: Building Vision
First and foremost, this principle is about the vision of your project and its environ-
ment. The vision provides an orientation point for your project. It sets the overall 
direction. Again, using the picture of the pyramid as you approach it from the dis-
tance, the first thing you see is the top of the pyramid. In our case it is the principle 
of building vision. Vision comes first. This implies that if there is no vision in your 
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Figure 8.1 T he 5×5 pyramid.
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project, there may not even be a project at all. Consequently, if you have a project 
without a clear vision, your project is doomed to fail.

The vision describes what the journey will be about. It also elucidates how 
you plan to get to the final destination of the journey. It is crucial that everyone 
involved in the project has the same understanding of the vision. Thus, the vision 
needs to be worded in a way that everyone can relate to on a day-to-day basis. The 
vision defines the destination of the project. Plus, it provides practical guidance to 
the project team about how to get there. It defines the purpose of the project on the 
abstract and individual levels.

Recall that the first principle does not consist simply of defining a vision of your 
project. It involves breaking down the vision into project objectives from which 
you derive requirements. This helps define the scope of your project. Speaking in 
pictures, it portrays the frame of the results at the bottom of the pyramid. In addi-
tion to the project objectives and their related requirements, principle 1 also calls 
for a strategy for how to achieve the vision (i.e., how to get from the vision to the 
base of the pyramid). To achieve this, you have to address and account for the heart 
of the pyramid, made up of the three other principles. These middle principles all 
have in common that they talk about the necessity and value of empowering your 
team. Thus the project vision also must address how you plan to nurture collabora-
tion, promote performance, cultivate learning, and ensure results. Knowing that 
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Figure 8.2 T he dynamic principle 1: Building Vision.
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the remaining four principles are critical in securing project success, you include 
them in your vision building at the start of your project.

8.2.2 � Principle 2: Nurturing Collaboration
Principle 2 addresses all the areas of collaboration outlined in Chapter 4. The over-
all direction is given by the vision (principle 1). Next you must link collaboration to 
this project vision so that collaboration benefits the purpose of the project.

The team norming workshop is a central exercise of principle 2. In addition to 
defining the rules of engagement, you address how you plan to promote performance 
on the individual and team levels, how to build a creative and innovative learning 
environment, and how to ensure ongoing results of all project activities. You also 
determine how you can make sure all your activities stay in sync with the vision and 
the project objectives, to meet project requirements.

8.2.3 � Principle 3: Promoting Performance
Principle 3, promoting performance, refers to individual and team performance. It 
is in the middle of the pyramid, halfway between the vision and results, embed-
ded between collaboration and learning. Promoting performance begins with find-
ing avenues to secure and constantly improve performance throughout your team. 
Activities must comply with the rules of engagement set forth using principle 2. 
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Figure 8.3 T he dynamic principle 2: Nurturing Collaboration.
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On the other hand, you need to be flexible enough to react to a changing environ-
ment regardless of whoever or whatever caused the change to occur (principle 4). 
Performance without yielding results is useless. Thus, you need to ensure that per-
formance is results oriented (principle 5). Last but not least, the actions of your 
team must move the team closer to realizing the vision of your project and must be 
in sync with the direction given by that vision (principle 1).

One of the keys to promoting performance is to empower your team. To 
empower your team effectively, satisfy the following critical success factors:

	 1.	Vision. The team needs to have an understanding of the vision and objectives, 
purpose and drivers of the project. Use common sense: not everyone on the 
team needs the same amount of information or even to be actively involved in 
every single vision-building activity. The idea is to secure a common under-
standing of the purpose and direction of the project.

	 2.	Collaboration. Norm and build your team. Treat every team member with respect. 
Good project leaders are also good team players. Hence, you want to communi-
cate with and not down to your team. In addition, account for individual interests 
and motivations as long as they are compatible with the project vision. Utilize the 
strengths of each team member for the purpose of the project.

	 3.	Performance. Give your team the opportunity to excel. Teamwork is not about 
hierarchies; it is about team performance. Help identify and remove impedi-
ments to team performance.
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Figure 8.4 T he dynamic principle 3: Promoting Performance.
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	 4.	Learning. You and your team must be open to new ideas. Encourage your 
team to try new things, make mistakes, and learn from them. Learning and 
self-improvement are continuous activities. By this token, review your own 
performance regularly and adjust where necessary.

	 5.	Results. The team sees the need for and value of delivering regular results. Each 
member takes accountability for the results, understanding that accountabil-
ity is two-sided: if a team member fails or succeeds, so does the rest of the 
team. The team does not focus on problems, but instead identifies the root 
causes of problems and resolves them. Team members are solution and results 
oriented in their actions toward achieving the project objectives.

This list is far from complete. Every project is unique and thus contains many nuances. 
Nevertheless, the list shows that empowerment involves all five principles of the project 
leadership pyramid. It thus underlines once more the dynamic nature of the pyramid.

8.2.4 � Principle 4: Cultivating Learning
In Chapter 7, we sketched the interrelatedness of this principle with the other four. 
Cultivating learning means that you create an environment of open and construc-
tive feedback. In this environment the soil is fruitful for individual and team cre-
ativity and innovation to prosper. We learn by looking at the results (principle 5) 
and comparing them with the requirements (principle 1). Learning gives us the 
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Figure 8.5 T he dynamic principle 4: Cultivating Learning.
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chance to reflect on our rules of engagement (principle 2) and possibly adjust 
them to changing circumstances. Fluctuating performance is normal and should 
be expected. It is important to reflect on how performance can stay on the right 
course with high productivity and team morale (principle 3). Looking forward, an 
active learning environment gives ground to creativity and innovation, thus taking 
performance to an even higher level.

8.2.5 � Principle 5: Ensuring Results
A project without results is fruitless. You would not start a project without the hope 
that at the end of the day it would yield what you desired in the first place. Project 
success and ensuring results are not only about the quality of the final project deliv-
erables, whatever they may be. The fifth principle is just as alive and dynamic as the 
other four principles. As such, it is a call for the ongoing activity of practicing this 
fifth principle. Ensuring results means that you practice this principle from the first 
day of your project. All project activities should be directed toward the ultimate 
project vision and contribute to achieving the project objectives. They must also 
produce tangible results throughout. This keeps the project alive.

Interim results add life to your project. They provide learning opportunities 
(principle 4) for you and your team, help boost collaboration (principle 2), improve 
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Figure 8.6 T he dynamic principle 5: Ensuring Results.
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performance (principle 3), give rise to innovation (principle 4), and thus move us 
closer to realizing the project vision (principle 1).

8.3 �A  New Definition of Project Success
The project leadership pyramid is dynamic in nature. Its five parts interact with 
each other. They have to be looked at as one unit. Applying the leadership pyramid 
in daily project life means that you as the project leader constantly practice all five 
principles. It is an ongoing exercise. Depending on where you are in a project, there 
may be a stronger emphasis on one or two principles than on others. But you can-
not isolate one from the others.

Think of the picture of the pyramid. If you take out one part of the pyramid, 
it may still look like a pyramid but it is no longer complete. But why would you 
want to go for partial success if you could have it all? Holistic leadership comprises 
all five principles. This is what it means to apply the project leadership pyramid 
in practice.

The project leadership pyramid principles serve as an orientation to project suc-
cess. Using the analogy of a journey to the pyramid, we can say that the project 
leadership pyramid principles help you get your project to the final destination. 
As with any journey, you plan it and you prepare yourself and your accompany-
ing party for the trip. As much as you plan, however, you know that things can 
change during your journey. You must stay flexible and adapt to the changing 
environments. You may need to take detours or you might discover shortcuts. In 
either case, you have to be willing and courageous to try new unbeaten paths and 
find new ways of doing things. At the same time, you never lose sight of the final 
destination, the final delivery of your project. As you begin the trip you may not 
be able to see the base of the pyramid yet. However, you know that it is reflected in 
the vision, the top of the pyramid, which you can see from the very beginning of 
your journey. Applying the other four principles in a consistent manner helps get 
you closer to the base of the pyramid. This is an ongoing activity. Whenever you hit 
milestones on your trip (i.e., deliver interim results), it gives you the opportunity to 
check whether you are still traveling in the right direction. You confirm that your 
past and planned actions are in sync with the project vision. This brings you back to 
the first principle of building vision. You are thus including all five project leader-
ship pyramid principles on your project journey.

The project journey you are undertaking as project leader should be a journey 
to project success. You start with a vision of the pyramid and, with time, move 
closer to the pyramid base, the final project results. Alas, project success is not 
solely about the delivery of the final project results, which are in alignment with the 
project vision. Project success is also about how you get to the final project delivery. 
Project success is the safe journey from project vision to final project results. Corollary, 
the project leadership pyramid helps secure a safe and successful project journey which 
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ultimately delivers the project vision. This is why the five principles are the “leader-
ship principles for project success.”

8.4 �S imple and Yet Complex: The Five 
Principles of Effective Leadership

This concludes the first part of the book. I have introduced the project leadership 
pyramid and delineated each of its five principles. I also explained why it is impor-
tant to understand the underlying dynamics of the project leadership pyramid. 
These five principles are straightforward. You can even call them common sense. To 
no great surprise, you can apply them in your daily project life and thus contribute 
to project success. If you live by them and internalize them, you too can become a 
true project leader and effective project manager who doesn’t just manage another 
project but who leads a team to project success.

Note that the project leadership pyramid is not limited to the role of proj-
ect managers. You can apply its principles no matter what your role in a project. 
“Regular” team members as well can demonstrate leadership characteristics in any 
project role. Indeed, if you follow the project leadership pyramid principles by your-
self, regardless of your role in a project, you will impact the team and the project 
performance in a positive manner. Following the five principles will improve your 
performance in your role.

Part II translates the project leadership pyramid principles into practical examples, 
showing you how to apply them to set up, execute, and save unaligned projects.

Part III will take you a step further, beyond the world of projects, and attempt 
to answer the question of how you can use the leadership principles to become a 
leader yourself.

8.5 �A pplication Suggestions
	 1.	Can you think of a project during which one or more leadership principles 

were violated and yet the project outcome was still considered a “success”?
	 2.	Can there be project success without following all leadership principles?
	 3.	What kind of project “success” is there when one or more leadership prin-

ciples is violated?

References
Einstein, A. (1934). On the method of theoretical physics. Philosophy of Science, 1(2), 163–169.
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9Chapter 

Practicing the Principles

To accomplish great things, we must dream as well as act.

Anatole France (1844–1924),
French author and winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature, 19211

9.1 �P urpose and Objective of Part II
The project leadership pyramid and its five leadership principles for project success 
are more than mere abstract ideas. They serve as guidelines and are based on com-
mon sense. As such, you can easily translate them into practical exercises to use in 
your own project. This second part of the book shows you how to achieve this. It 
outlines a number of exercises, approaches, ideas, and methods which are all linked 
with the project leadership pyramid. However, note that by no means do I claim 
these exercises are complete. The variety of potential projects makes it impossible to 
list all exercises one might use. The exercises in this book focus on the application of 
the project leadership pyramid. They are based on best practice and thus give you a 
general idea of what is possible when you want to apply the project leadership pyra-
mid principles. Still, they remain examples. Whether you want to or can apply them 
in your own project depends on your specific project setting. Every project is unique. 
Therefore, you will need to modify the examples to fit the needs of your project.

The second part of the book is outlined as follows. Chapter 10 looks at the project 
initiation and set-up phase. It includes a number of exercises you can apply when you 

1	 Quote is a variant from France’s introductory speech at a session of the French Academy given 
on December 24, 1896. (See France, 1896.)
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set up your project for success right from the beginning. Chapter 11 dives right into the 
daily life of project execution. It is not project phase specific. The exercises can be used 
in any project phase. In addition, Chapter 11 lists possible challenges to the five leader-
ship principles, analyzes the causes, and outlines how to cope with these challenges. 
Chapter 12 will look at projects in trouble. It proposes different approaches to realign a 
project gone astray. The first approach outlines actions to engage project stakeholders, 
the second approach explains how to involve your team, and the third one elaborates 
on external project rescue missions. Another approach sheds light on what you can 
do when you are working on a challenged project but are not in charge of leading the 
project. Last but not least, we will look at situations in which we must cancel a project. 
Chapter 13 covers exercises you can conduct when you bring your project to a close.

Although the outline follows the project phases of initiation, execution, and 
closure, this is not meant to imply that projects always run sequentially. They may, 
but not always. For example, when you initiate a project you also want to account 
for and plan on specific team-building exercises that you won’t conduct until later 
in your project. At the same time, you want to have a general idea how you might 
proceed if your project is no longer aligned with its overall vision and project objec-
tives. Just as you have to account for all five leadership principles as one unit, you 
want to keep in mind the overall picture of the dynamics and challenges of the 
various project phases. In other words, as project leader you keep a sight on how the 
various principles and phases work together.

By this token, an exercise listed in Chapter 9 can also turn out to be helpful 
in project execution or when you need to realign your project. As a matter of fact, 
some of the exercises outlined resemble each other. For example, you will see a 
vision-building workshop in Chapter 9 and in Chapter 11. Another example is 
team-building exercises, which will be covered in all four chapters to come.

Closing each chapter is a summary of the introduced exercises and how they 
relate to the five principles of the project leadership pyramid. This will clarify once 
more the interrelatedness of the five leadership principles. And it will show that the 
same exercise can be applied in different situations.

The possibilities of each project are endless. The exercises in the following chap-
ters aim to trigger your creativity. They serve as a starting point. You must modify 
them to meet the special needs of your project. I encourage you to be creative in 
finding new approaches. Try them out, seek feedback, and involve your team in 
fine-tuning them to your special needs. At the end of the day, you as the project 
leader are accountable for project success. It is up to you to start on the path to 
project success and take your team with you.

9.2 �R eturning “Power” Exercises
Before we dive into the exercises of the project initiation phase, let us introduce a 
number of exercises that we will return to in every project phase.
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9.2.1 � Guided Brainstorming
This approach is one of my personal favorites. Although it is very simple and 
straightforward, it produces tangible results in record time.

Most of us know what brainstorming is. Suppose you are the facilitator of 
a brainstorming session. For a limited time, say 10 minutes or so, a modera-
tor asks a group of people to say out loud anything that comes to their minds 
when thinking about a certain topic or question, regardless of whether it might 
make sense to somebody else. For example, the question posed may be, “What 
can we do to improve team morale?” Any answer counts. You do not allow 
attendants to comment on or criticize any other responses, thus eliminating the 
block of analyzing a new idea in its every detail and consequences. The idea is 
that every expressed input may trigger a new thought process in someone else, 
generating a new idea that, once expressed out loud, may stimulate another idea 
by someone else. As the facilitator, you record all responses on a whiteboard 
or flip chart. At the end of the brainstorming session you sort and discuss the 
collected input.

Brainstorming has obvious advantages. It helps produce new ideas in a very 
short time. It stimulates thought processes, almost forcing creative, outside-the-box 
thinking. In addition, it is a very interactive exercise and can be lots of fun. On 
the other hand, brainstorming sessions face a number of challenges. Their interactive 
nature can turn into chaos quickly. As the moderator, you may have a hard time 
capturing every idea, simply because too many people are talking at the same time 
and you cannot write fast enough.

A “guided brainstorming” session can overcome these challenges while still uti-
lizing the stated advantages of regular brainstorming sessions.

Similar to a normal brainstorming session, in guided brainstorming a topic or 
question is presented for discussion. For example, “What can we do to improve 
team morale?” However, the guided brainstorming approach differs from regu-
lar brainstorming in that you do not ask every attendant to shout out his or her 
thoughts. Instead, you hand out cards and ask the attendants to write down their 
ideas or thoughts. The trick in this exercise is that you limit the number of cards; 
that is, one card is good for only one idea. For example, if you give out five cards 
to each participant, each participant can provide a maximum of five responses. 
Naturally, this limits the choices. On the other hand, if you conduct a guided 
brainstorming session with five people you will have 25 responses, which can be a 
good start for a group discussion.

There are a few things to consider when you give out response cards to the atten-
dants. First, ask everyone to write down what they think is most important. This 
forces them to prioritize their ideas prior to submitting their responses. Second, 
limit the time for filling out the cards. Sometimes just 5 to 10 minutes can be 
enough for this exercise. A good rule to work with is that you want to allow 1 min-
ute for each response card. So, if you have given out five response cards to each 
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participant, give everyone 5 minutes to write down and submit their responses. 
If they are responding to more than one question or topic, lengthen the duration 
accordingly. The key is to limit the response time, forcing the participants to focus 
on their most prominent ideas.

Once everyone has written down his or her feedback, you or the facilitator 
collect the cards and present them to the whole group. Alternatively, you can ask 
each individual to present his or her feedback. Beware, though, that this is usually 
more time consuming. Also, not everyone likes to stand in front of an audience and 
present his or her opinions. Thus, the preferred choice may be to have a facilitator 
collect the cards and present the ideas expressed.

Once the facilitator has read the response cards out loud, he or she pins them 
onto a whiteboard or wall. The group then sorts and categorizes them. You can do 
this in various ways. First, you can set up categories prior to the brainstorming ses-
sion and prepare flip charts for each category onto which you can put the response 
cards. You, the moderator, or the group can do this. Second, the moderator may ask 
the participants to sort and categorize the cards after the brainstorming. Either way, 
once you have agreed on the categories, sort the cards accordingly.

My own experience is that it is helpful to plan categories before the brainstorm-
ing session and suggest these categories to the participants after they have written 
down their responses. Whether or not the flip chart or whiteboard is prepared 
prior to the session depends on the specific situation. If the time for the overall 
brainstorming session is limited, you definitely need to have everything prepared 
before the session. If there is sufficient time and you want to have an even higher 
level of interaction, you may choose to let the participants decide how to sort and 
categorize their responses.

The idea behind brainstorming is that every response counts. Still, it is impracti-
cal to discuss each response. Instead, you want to determine which of the responses 
is most valuable for the purpose of the topic up for discussion. This is why you, or 
rather the participants, need to prioritize the cards. For this purpose, each indi-
vidual has a limited number of votes to cast, say ten votes. Participants can choose 
to place all their votes on a single card or distribute them, marking the cards with a 
pen stroke or a sticker for each vote cast. Allow 5 to 10 minutes for this exercise.

Once everyone has cast his or her vote, determine which response cards got 
the most votes. For example, identify the top three cards and elaborate on each of 
these responses within the team. Before you open the floor for discussion you must 
make sure everyone in the group has the same understanding of the responses and 
their meanings. If this is not the case, you may ask the person who submitted the 
idea to explain its motivation and purpose or facilitate a group discussion about it.

Personally, I like the guided brainstorming approach a lot and have successfully 
applied it in many situations. There are obvious advantages to the guided brain-
storming approach. Within a relatively short time you collect a lot of input about a 
given topic, which can be categorized and prioritized with the help of the partici-
pants. A guided brainstorming session is highly interactive. Everyone in the group 
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witnesses the process and has a chance to contribute to the final outcome. Chances 
for consensus on the outcome are very high. Note, however, that the highly interac-
tive character of guided brainstorming sessions can also be a challenge, especially if 
participants are not used to this format, working in a group. It is especially impor-
tant to prepare the participants for this kind of exercise before the actual session. 
My own experience is that skepticism is quickly replaced by astonishment regard-
ing the results, from at least two perspectives: (1) the results on the content level 
may be surprising and unexpected, and (2) people are oftentimes amazed about the 
amount of input and how quickly it is categorized and prioritized.

Be aware of other challenges of the guided brainstorming approach. For exam-
ple, you may not have a meeting room big enough to hang flip charts or wall paper. 
You may need to limit the number of response cards, use smaller cards, or limit the 
number of people attending the session. You may also just try to reserve a bigger 
room. If all else fails, consider recording the input electronically and displaying it 
on a screen for everyone to see. In other words, use the available space wisely.

I once conducted a guided brainstorming session with a group of about 20 
people. In addition to the large group size, the other challenge was that the group 
was not in the same room but distributed across three locations: Germany, India, 
and Canada. The meeting room in Germany, where most group members and I 
attended, was big enough, but this did not necessarily help the other team members. 
Our solution was to copy the information from all the response cards in Germany 
onto an electronic whiteboard that the whole team in all three locations could see. 
The two other teams, in India and Canada, did the same. Together, we compiled the 
complete list of ideas, which we then categorized and prioritized on a big screen.

Although you may not have the electronic ways and means to set up such a vir-
tual meeting room, the example shows that there is no limit to your creativity. The 
size of the meeting room is not so important compared to the ability to exchange 
ideas. There should always be one way or another to capture the ideas in a guided 
brainstorming session and share them with everyone in the meeting.

Another challenge you may face in a guided brainstorming session is running 
out of time. This can take shape in different forms. For example, participants may 
ask for more time to think of and write their ideas on the response cards. There are 
various ways to respond to this challenge. First, the time allowed to complete the 
response cards may indeed be too short. In this case, extend it by a few minutes 
and set a new time limit giving the participants extra time without losing focus. 
You may also consider collecting the finished response cards and having someone 
presort them. This may help save time later.

Another reason participants may request additional time is that they simply 
do not understand the question or the approach. They may find the approach 
overwhelming. They may not be used to prioritizing their thoughts and ideas. If 
this happens during a guided brainstorming session it may pose a serious prob-
lem. To prevent this from happening, explain the approach before you give out the 
response cards, ensuring that everyone understands what to do and in what time. 
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Alternatively, send preparatory material about the agenda and the approach prior 
to the session.

If you run out of time in the middle of a group discussion following the initial 
brainstorming round, your response will depend on the value of the discussion. If 
the discussion is heading in a positive direction, you may want to extend the allot-
ted time. If, however, the discussion is veering off course, you may want to consider 
interrupting it, capturing the raised issues at hand, and coming back to them at a 
later time.

Last but not least, running out of time can be a sign that you are trying to 
accomplish too much in one session. Maybe the topic is too broad or complex to 
cover in one workshop. If you are caught midstream in a brainstorming session, you 
must decide quickly whether to (1) adjourn the meeting, (2) continue it and see how 
far you can get, then cover the remaining agenda points in a follow-up meeting, or 
(3) agree to cut the scope of the meeting. Again, the best thing to do is to prevent 
such a scenario from happening in the first place. If you are not sure whether you 
can cover all planned agenda points, ask your team what they think can be accom-
plished in the available time slot.

The list of challenges shows us that guided brainstorming sessions, as powerful 
as they are, require thorough preparation. As with every session, you first need to 
know the purpose or reason for holding the meeting. Second, you should have a 
list of objectives you want to achieve in the meeting. Finally, have an idea of the 
outcome you can expect. Do not send out invitations to a brainstorming session or 
any other formal meeting without having answers to these three questions. In fact, 
communicate the answers in your invitation. It would be a pity to have to forgo the 
potential benefits of a guided brainstorming session because of lack of preparation 
on your part.

9.2.2 � Power Workshop: Breakouts and Plenum
Group discussions can be very informative. On the other hand, the bigger the group 
the more difficult it can be to come to an agreement on topics discussed. When you 
are faced with such a situation, consider dividing your group into smaller “break-
out” groups of four to six people each. Then continue working with and in these 
breakouts. The advantage of breakouts is that it is much easier to discuss a topic in a 
smaller group than in a large one. The breakouts give each individual a much better 
chance to participate.

Another potential benefit of breakouts is that they allow for multiple topics to 
be discussed in one big session. For example, you start the meeting with the large 
group and discuss the purpose and objectives of the meeting. You then divide that 
group into smaller breakout groups and assign them either the same or different 
discussion topics. Ask the breakout groups to discuss the assigned topic and then 
present its results to the others. Limiting the presentation time allows other groups 
to ask questions and, of course, present their own results to the larger group.
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Similar to the guided brainstorming session, when working with the breakout 
format it is crucial that you come prepared. Think ahead about if and how you 
want to divide the group. If you have to make such decisions about specific topics 
in the meeting, invite people with decision-making authority and split the group in 
a way that there is at least one decision-making authority in each breakout group. 
Be aware that a meeting with breakouts will require additional room. One way to 
improve the productivity of the breakouts is to assign someone to each breakout 
group to facilitate, take notes, or both.

9.2.3 � Questionnaires
Interactive sessions can be helpful and productive. Yet, they fall with the amount of 
time you spend preparing them. In other words, plan on sufficient time for prepa-
ration. A one-day workshop usually requires at least one day of preparation time. 
One way to prepare for an interactive session, or for that matter any session, is to 
request people’s input or opinions on the topic to be discussed prior to the session. 
You can either ask them directly or make use of questionnaires. The responses can 
be good indicators of the various opinion groups, making it easier to predict certain 
dynamics in the later meeting.

Once again — what a surprise! — preparation is key. When you set up a ques-
tionnaire, make it as easy as possible for respondents to fill it out. Also, explain the 
value of the questionnaire. Otherwise, it may be considered just another time eater. 
Tell them whether you plan to share the consolidated feedback, and if so, when and 
in what format.
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10Chapter 

Project Initiation 
and Set-Up

Successful projects don’t just happen—they are made to happen.

Neal Whitten,
popular American speaker, mentor, trainer, and consultant

10.1 � Identifying and Defining Your Playing Field
10.1.1 � Your Own Role
The initiation phase of your project is the most important phase by far. It starts 
and ends with this phase, so to speak. Whatever you set up in the beginning 
of your project, it will get back to you one way or another. Project initiation 
is where you lay the foundation for the success or failure of the project. Of 
course, there are many other factors that influence the success of your project. 
However, knowing that now is when you lay the foundation, why not do it right 
from the beginning?

So, let’s start with you. Yes, you. You are at the beginning of your project. This 
also means that project success starts with you. The project leadership pyramid 
principles help guide you. But still, you start with yourself. What this means at 
this early stage is that you have to know your role in the new project. What is 
going to be your responsibility? What do you expect to deliver, or what do other 
people expect you to deliver? Your role is not limited to being a project manager. 
You could work on a project as an expert, a developer, you name it. The role is no 
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limit to practicing leadership. We will come back to this thought later in this part 
of the book.

10.1.2 � Organizational Project Environment
Once you know your role in the upcoming project you need to gain a good under-
standing of your project environment. What authority will you have in your proj-
ect? First, is it your project or is it somebody else’s? Are you simply part of a team or 
will you form and lead it? You need to know your role, what will be expected from 
you, and in which environment you will act. For example, is your project part of 
a bigger program or is it embedded in a line organization? Is it a strategic initia-
tive? If so, is it an isolated endeavor or part of a whole other project with similar 
goals? When you answer these questions do not focus solely on your project. Look 
beyond the boundaries of your project. Maybe other similar projects are running 
at the same time. Will you compete with them? Or will you complement them? 
Maybe your project is redundant. If so, you had better find out early on or you may 
end up spending your energies and time in vain. Certainly, that would not be a 
good start on the path to desired project success. When you identify other projects, 
do you know what level of influence they will have on your project? Perhaps there 
are obvious dependencies, such as needing to deliver a product to another project 
so that it achieves its goals. Or maybe another project needs to finish before yours 
can start.

As obvious as these questions seem, how often have you asked them at the 
beginning of your past projects? It is likely that you have. But have you asked them 
systematically and prior to actually kicking off your project? At the beginning of the 
journey to the base of the project leadership pyramid — project results and project 
success — you must know where you stand. Otherwise, how do you determine 
which way to go to begin? Before you pick a target you need to locate your base.

10.1.3 � Stakeholders
The good thing is that you are not alone on your journey. There are others in your 
world. Now it is time to learn more about them. Yes, there is your team and, yes, 
the team is at the heart of project work. We will look at the team a bit later when 
you form it. Before you do that, though, you want to identify the project players. 
Who will affect the success of your project? Whom do you want to actively involve? 
Whom do you want to avoid or keep away from the project?

Once you know more about your project boundaries it is easier to identify those 
who have an interest in the project one way or the other and who can either directly 
or indirectly influence your project for better or worse. In other words, you have to 
identify the stakeholders of your project.

The number of stakeholders you need to identify varies, depending on the size, 
character, or goals of the project. Unless you know your environment inside and 
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out, ask others to help you identify the right stakeholders. A logical start is to ask 
the project sponsor for a list of potential stakeholders. You want them to share their 
perspectives on the following set of questions:

What are the top issues or risks for the project? Why?◾◾
How is the stakeholder affected by these issues or risks? Why?◾◾
Who else is affected and to what extent? Why?◾◾
What are the impacts of the issues or risks (on the stakeholder/on others)?◾◾
What needs to be done to resolve the situation?◾◾
What benefits does the stakeholder expect from the improved situation?◾◾
What do we need to do to achieve this?◾◾
What does the stakeholder expect from you?◾◾
What can you expect from the stakeholder?◾◾

It is best if you can meet with stakeholders in person and ask them these 
questions directly. Ask for a personal meeting. Explain who you are and why it 
is important to meet; explain why you think it is valuable to them. Send them 
some or all of the questions you want to address, so they have a chance to pre-
pare and get the most out of the meeting. Note, though, that getting the answers 
to your questions may not be the most important thing in this first meeting. 
Instead, it is all about personal rapport. Try to get a better understanding of 
their needs and desires before you tell them about yours. Express a sincere inter-
est in their opinions.

Every stakeholder can become important to your project success. Treat them 
as such. Win their interest in and support for your project. Once you do, you will 
have a much better idea about how you want to involve them in your project. Stay 
in contact with them throughout the life cycle of your project. The extent of contact 
will vary depending on the significance of the respective stakeholder, and it can 
change during the project.

Identify your stakeholders early on, meet with them ideally prior to your 
official project kick-off, win their support, and nurture a healthy relationship 
throughout your project. No doubt this can be very time consuming. I once 
spent the first 2–3 weeks of a 5-month project meeting with the various stake-
holders, trying to find out about their perspectives, their goals, and their con-
cerns. It helped me gain a better understanding of the overall project situation, 
environments, project players, and actual project goals. Following up my per-
sonal meetings, I summarized the encounters and the conclusions I had drawn 
from them. In addition, I shared my overall understanding of the project. I 
consolidated all feedback received on the initial questions and openly shared 
it with them. This helped gain their trust and support. When individual stake-
holders expressed disagreement with the conclusions I had drawn from the con-
solidated feedback summary, it helped me qualify my findings. This then helped 
me phrase a project charter statement.
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10.1.4 � Project Charter: Summarizing Your 
Understanding of the Project

A project charter is a brief description of the initial situation of the project, its high-
level vision and project objectives, constraints and assumptions, as well as a list of 
key stakeholders. The format you choose is irrelevant. Use whatever is appropriate 
and sufficient for your project needs. It can be done in PowerPoint, a document or 
table, or another format. But definitely put it in writing. This forces you to clarify 
your findings. If you have a hard time doing this, chances are you do not under-
stand the mission of your project. If others disagree with your wording, that may 
indicate that there are still numerous different opinions about your project. That is 
definitely not a good start.

You must know which direction the journey will take you. This is why it 
is important that you, your project sponsor, and the key stakeholders have the 
same understanding of the project’s mission. Hence, I recommend that you have 
the project charter officially approved by the project sponsor and ideally other 
key stakeholders. This may not be necessary in all circumstances. It definitely 
depends on the specific project. In a nonbusiness environment you certainly do 
not need this formality. Still, you do need to have an understanding of your 
project’s mission.

A couple of years ago when my wife and I and some other parents founded an 
organization with the goal of building a preschool for kids 1 to 3 years old, we 
had something like a project charter. It was a document outlining our vision, our 
objectives for the following months, the people we planned to involve, organiza-
tions to contact, and a high-level timeline. The first version of our charter was in 
the form of an email. We later revised it, creating versions in different formats 
depending on the target audience; e.g., Word documents for government agen-
cies, PowerPoint presentations for the local town council, and a Website for the 
general public. The first charter was very short. Later documents included more 
details. This is typical for any project. Keep your initial project charter short 
and simple. Its main purpose is to ensure and establish transparency. The more 
information you get about the project and the more you want to share, the more 
you want to detail and qualify the charter document. But at the beginning, less 
is definitely more.

10.2 � Vision-Building Workshop
A project charter describes the mission of your project as well as the main con-
straints and challenges. Alas, it stays on a high level. To build a project vision that 
is mutually understood and supported, you need to secure a strong foundation. 
Sending the project charter to all key stakeholders, asking for their approval, con-
solidating their feedback, then sending out yet another version of it can quickly lead 
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to an endless ping pong. Instead of playing ping pong, invite the key stakeholders to 
a workshop at which you refine the project’s vision and secure mutual understand-
ing and support. Let’s have a look at what makes up a vision-building workshop 
and how to conduct one.

There are various ways to outline this workshop. The following sample agenda 
serves as a good orientation:

	 1.	Presentation of official project charter
	 2.	Project motivation statement
	 3.	Vision statement
	 4.	SMART project objectives statement
	 5.	Critical success factors
	 6.	Next steps

Notice that we covered the second and third agenda points already in 
Chapter  3. What differs is the workshop format and that you actively involve 
the key stakeholders in developing motivation and vision statements rather than 
doing it by yourself.

Let’s look at each one of these agenda points.

10.2.1 � Presentation of Official Project Charter
You begin the workshop by reciting the official project charter. Given that it is 
based on the consolidated input you collected in your meetings with the attending 
stakeholders, the content of the project charter should not come as a surprise to 
anyone present. Explain how you developed the project charter, so the stakeholders 
know how you incorporated their input.

10.2.2 � Project Motivation Statement
The project motivation statement is a summary of the answers to the questions you 
asked your stakeholders in the one-on-one meetings, namely:

	 1.	What are the top issues or risks the project faces?
	 2.	Who (individuals, groups, organizational units, etc.) is affected by these 

issues or risks and how? Why?
	 3.	What are the impacts of the issues or risks on the stakeholders?

You can vary the questions. The thrust of the questionnaire is that you identify 
the main driver of the problem, find out who or what is affected by it, and analyze 
the possible impact. For example, if the motivation to start your project is not prob-
lem oriented, but instead you want to create something new, you can modify the 
questions accordingly. For example:
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	 1.	What are the top solutions or opportunities you envision? Why?
	 2.	Who is interested in these solutions or opportunities? Why?
	 3.	What are the effects of these solutions or opportunities? Why?

Rather than posing these questions in an open discussion round, conduct a 
guided brainstorming session. Give out one to five cards for each response to the 
questions. Once you have collected all the cards, post them on a wall. The high 
number of cards and thus responses usually surprises your attendants. It shows 
them that there are different perspectives of the problem at hand. Next, ask them 
to categorize and prioritize the cards. You can do this with the whole group or split 
the group into breakouts and then ask the breakout groups to present their find-
ings. The outcome of the exercise is a written project motivation statement everyone 
understands and supports.

10.2.3 � Project Vision Statement
You now ask those in attendance to take the project motivation statement and jux-
tapose it with a description of the opposite scenario. Ask them to write down one to 
three responses to the following questions:

	 1.	What needs to be done to resolve the situation described in the problem state-
ment? Why?

	 2.	What benefits can the affected individuals or groups expect from the improved 
situation? Why?

	 3.	What benefits do you personally expect from the improved situation? Why?

If the driver of the project is to create something new, the questions may look 
like these:

	 1.	What needs to be done to bring about the new situation caused by the solu-
tions or opportunities? Why?

	 2.	What disadvantages will the solution have or bring with it? Why?
	 3.	What do we need to do to overcome these disadvantages and obstacles? Why?

As with the development of the project motivation statement, collect responses 
by conducting a guided brainstorming session. This gives every attendant the 
chance to contribute to the development of the project vision. Once you have 
categorized and prioritized the input, ask the whole group to come up with one 
or two statements addressing the questions posed above. This becomes the project 
vision statement.

Note that the questions go beyond the strict, one-dimensional definition of a 
vision. They also address how the vision can be achieved. As such, they cover all five 
project leadership pyramid principles.
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10.2.4 � SMART Project Objectives Statement
The project vision statement constitutes an excellent foundation to ask those in 
attendance about their understanding of project success. Depending on the size of 
the group, you can do this exercise with the whole audience in a loose group discus-
sion, conduct a brainstorming session, or split the group into breakouts.

Following the discussion of what project success entails, go a step further and 
ask them what concrete objectives the project should achieve. Ask them to be as 
specific as possible. Explain the necessity and value of SMART project objectives. 
Categorize and prioritize the input. Then develop a project objectives statement 
everybody understands and supports.

10.2.5 � Critical Success Factors
The vision-building workshop does not stop there. Stakeholders are important in 
achieving the project objectives. This is why you want to ask them directly about 
what they think they can contribute to project success. You can post the following 
guided brainstorming questions:

What needs to be done to secure project success?◾◾
How can I contribute to project success?◾◾
What do I expect from the project team during the project?◾◾
What can the project team expect from me?◾◾

Categorize and prioritize the responses. Then see how they relate to the 
project motivation, vision, and objectives statement. Are they in sync? Do they 
complement each other? Or do you have to modify them to ensure a coherent 
project vision? If you find that those in attendance have a great desire to dis-
cuss this, don’t cut the discussion short. It is crucial that the workshop yields a 
project vision every primary stakeholder can live with. You need a solid starting 
point for your team to deliver the project. And, as much as you and your team 
will address the needs of the stakeholders, you need their support and backing 
of the team. Unless you have already secured this support, now is the time to 
do so.

10.2.6 � Next Steps
Following the workshop, don’t forget to summarize the findings. This could be in 
the form of minutes, a revised project charter, or a “vision document.” The format 
does not matter as much as it is understood and supported by all attending key 
stakeholders. Explain that the project vision is subject to change but that, if this 
happens and you must modify the project vision and objectives, you pledge to 
involve the key stakeholders.
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10.2.7 � Practical Tips for a Vision-Building Workshop
The vision-building workshop is one of the most important workshops you conduct 
at the beginning of a project. The outcomes set the direction of the project. They 
are a foundation of project success. Hence, do not take this workshop lightly. Invest 
sufficient time to prepare for and conduct the workshop. Experience shows that the 
minimum duration for this kind of workshop is between 2 and 3 hours. Depending 
on the complexity of the project and number of stakeholders involved, you may 
want to plan for more time. Next, invite all key stakeholders to attend, but if at all 
possible limit the numbers of attendees to 20. This will ensure enough leeway for an 
effective and results-driven facilitation while staying within the time limit.

The workshop is not just for you as the project leader and the primary stake-
holders. Involve your core team in preparing and running the workshop. It sends 
the right signal that the project requires one big team, which consists of the core 
team, the key stakeholders, and others. Although you collect the input primarily 
from the stakeholders about the project motivation, vision, objectives, and critical 
success factors, your core team can help prepare the workshop and assist you in 
running it. For example, they may take protocols, serve as facilitators of breakout 
groups, etc.

For nonbusiness settings, the vision-building workshop will most likely be much 
smaller in scale. You may actually include only your core team. Still, the questions 
raised in the workshop are identical, and the outcomes are just as important for a 
small nonbusiness project as they are for a complex business project or program. 
Without a commonly agreed upon and supported project vision, your project has 
no direction. Leadership requires that you help build vision and thus lay the first 
stone of project success.

10.3 �T eam Norming Workshop
A project vision statement is extremely helpful. It provides a direction with clear 
deliverables and a timeline. Using the image of the pyramid, it is the tip of the 
pyramid. It thus serves as an orientation point for your journey to project success. 
It is a start.

We learned in Part I that numerous factors must be taken into account to move 
from the tip of the pyramid down to the base. The project team is at the heart 
of the project. It serves as one link from the top to the bottom of the pyramid. 
Furthermore, you don’t need just a team but a performing team. This is why it is 
not sufficient to merely form a team, defining roles and responsibilities. You have to 
actively move your team from the forming stage to the performing stage.

This is where team norming kicks in. A team norming workshop is an exer-
cise for you and your team to jointly define the roles and responsibilities of each 
individual on the team. You talk about the expectations and motivations on the 
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individual and group level. You define and agree on the rules of engagement that 
keep the team together. In short, you set the team boundaries and define the rules 
of the game. As such, you lay a framework for team performance. Consequently, 
the sooner you conduct this workshop with your team, the greater the chance that 
you can move your team to the desired performance stage.

Let’s take a closer look at how to prepare and conduct this team norming work-
shop. Once you have an idea of the direction of your project, you should start think-
ing of forming your team. This includes developing at least a high-level project plan. 
The accompanying resource plan contains information about the proposed roles and 
responsibilities of the individual members on the team. Assigning roles and respon-
sibilities to individuals forms the team. At this point the team norming workshop 
kicks in. The purpose of the workshop is to achieve a mutual understanding among 
the team members of each individual role and how it relates to the others, forming a 
whole. In addition, it strives for support of and for each individual role.

This idea distinguishes forming a team from norming a team. Norming means 
that you secure the understanding and support of everyone on the team for the 
respective roles and the rules of engagement. As project leader, you do not dictate 
these rules. Instead, you and your team develop them jointly.

Let’s look at a possible agenda for a team norming workshop:

	 1.	Project motivation, vision, objectives, and scope
	 2.	Roles, responsibilities, expectations, and motivations
	 3.	Communication rules on individual and team level (core and extended 

team)
	 4.	Next steps

10.3.1 � Project Motivation, Vision, Objectives, and Scope
Begin the workshop by presenting and discussing the project motivation, vision, 
objectives, and expected scope. The project charter and the outcomes of the vision-
building workshop are key inputs for this agenda point.

It is essential that your team not only understand the project motivation, vision, 
objectives, and expected scope, but internalize them. After all, the team is respon-
sible for delivering the project. Hence, spend enough time with your team on the 
first agenda point and do not proceed until you are sure that you and your team are 
on the same page.

10.3.2 � Roles, Responsibilities, Expectations, and Motivations
The second agenda point addresses the expected roles and responsibilities. For each 
role, prepare one flip chart on which you write the responsibilities and deliverables 
of this role and the proposed person assigned to it. It saves time when you prepare 
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the flip charts prior to the workshop. Spread them around the meeting room, hang-
ing them, for example, on the wall so that all roles are visible. You or the facilitator 
briefly describe each role and the key responsibilities and deliverables. You then 
ask your team to go to each flip chart and write down their understanding of the 
respective roles on the flip charts. Ask for their input on responsibilities, deliver-
ables, and expected skills as well as what the person in that role can expect from 
the team in fulfilling its role and vice versa. Every team member is involved in this 
exercise. Allow at least 20 to 30 minutes for this exercise. Once every team member 
has had a chance to record their thoughts, each role is discussed individually among 
the group based on the information captured on the flip chart.

It is important that every team member knows the responsibilities, deliverables, 
and expectations of each role. Plus, every team member must buy into this role 
description. If discrepancies or different expectations exist, this is the time to dis-
cuss these issues and resolve them.

When you discuss the expectations for and from the individual roles, you may 
provide the principles of the project leadership pyramid as categories. In other 
words, what does the team expect from the role with respect to building and 
achieving the project vision, nurturing collaboration, promoting individual and 
team performance, cultivating learning, and ensuring results? And what can the 
individual filling that role expect from the team to help him or her fulfill the role’s 
responsibilities and deliverables?

10.3.3 � Engagement Rules on Individual and Team Level
The third part of the workshop addresses the activities and rules of engagement of 
the team as a unit. The key question to answer is how the team as a whole can help 
achieve the vision of the project, nurture collaboration, promote team performance, 
cultivate team learning, and ensure the delivery of expected results. You may want 
to consider starting this part of the workshop with a guided brainstorming session, 
asking the team to write down their suggestions on separate moderation cards. 
Have team members initial their cards with the categories of their response. The 
categories are V for vision and project objectives and the resulting scope, C for col-
laboration, P for performance, L for learning, and R for project results. Following 
the presentation of the results, the team prioritizes the input for each category. 
The three cards that get the most votes will be discussed by the project team. They 
become the leading mottos of the daily work of the team in the coming weeks of 
the project mission.

The leading mottos are not carved in stone. Project circumstances change and 
so do the mottos. For example, you may develop one motto for the whole project 
duration and one for the operational work for a limited time of maybe just a couple 
of weeks. You and your team adjust the latter one to the project requirements at 
that specific time. We will come back to the idea of creating a leading operational 
motto in the next two chapters.
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10.3.4 � Next Steps
The final agenda item (next steps) seems obvious. Decide with the team when you want 
to revisit the results of the team norming workshop to make necessary adjustments. 
Trust me, this will become necessary. Every team will go through a storming phase, as 
explained in the first part of the book. A team norming workshop does not mean that 
you can skip this storming phase. Although this may be the idea behind conducting 
a team norming workshop at the beginning of a project, you cannot forgo a storming 
phase, and there is nothing bad about it. It can be difficult to define and assign roles to 
individuals, especially at the beginning of a new project. It takes time to find out if the 
team set-up works as designed. This is why you need to revisit the rules of engagement 
and make adjustments where necessary. More on this in the next chapter.

10.3.5 � The Value of a Team Norming Workshop
Team norming workshops are a powerful exercise, securing the development of 
performing teams. And they are not limited to the business world. Team normings 
in a nonbusiness environment may be less formal, but you still must ensure overall 
agreement of all team members on the rules of engagements. At a minimum, the 
project leader must make certain that people know their roles and responsibilities, 
what the team expects from them, and vice versa.

The team norming workshop serves as a great team-building exercise. However, 
team building does not and must not stop with this workshop. The workshop helps 
form and norm the team. It is necessary to help build a performing team, but it 
is not sufficient. Team building is an ongoing activity. It is your responsibility to 
plan sufficient time for additional team-building activities. This, too, is a team 
activity. Do not think only the project leader is responsible for coming up with 
team-building activities. The whole team is responsible. Ask your team for sugges-
tions and let them plan and conduct team-building events.

10.4 �S coping
The vision is clear, you have built your team, roles and responsibilities are defined, 
agreed, and endorsed, and expectations have been shared. This is great. You are 
ready to start your project. That is, you are ready to tackle one of the most chal-
lenging activities ahead, both for your project in general and the initiation phase in 
general: the fine-tuning of the scope of the project.

“Now, wait a minute,” you may exclaim, “we have already defined the scope. 
Don’t we have a project charter and a vision document that describe the scope?” 
You are right. Both the project charter and the vision document describe the scope, 
on a high level. When you ask people about the scope following a vision definition 
and a team norming workshop, you should get a fairly good description. However, 
if you dig a bit deeper, chances are that responses will differ. And this should not be 
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a surprise. When you are about to lead and manage a project that will run for, say, 
6 to 9 months, how do you want to know all details about the requirements? Just 
because the overall scope is clear does not mean that you have enough information 
to plan the rest of the project. Add the factors of uncertainty and complexity and 
the picture of the scope blurs even more.

This is no reason to panic. Having a mutually agreed upon and supported 
vision document and having formed your team, you have two prerequisites in your 
hands that will help you master the challenge of scoping. One thing should be 
clear to you from the beginning: scoping can be and usually is a time-consuming 
and complex task. Do not underestimate the effort you need to spend. It is an 
investment, but the investment pays off well if you do it correctly and from the 
beginning. It is absolutely crucial for the success of your project that you invest 
this time. As a matter of fact, you may call the initiation phase of your project 
the scope or scoping phase. Do not take it lightly. This is when you build the 
foundation of project success. The project charter, the vision document, and the 
results of the team norming workshops are part of this foundation. They are also 
prerequisites for effective scoping right from the beginning. Let’s look at how you 
can proceed.

10.4.1 � Part 1: Gathering Requirements

10.4.1.1 � Keep the End in Mind

In this first part of scoping you break down the high-level requirements already 
described in the vision document. Keep in mind what the end solution, the final 
result of your project, will look and feel like and how you or somebody else will 
use it. For example, you may look at a specific requirement from the perspective 
of an end customer and ask yourself, “How do I start this application?” or “Where 
do I enter my contact information?” If you are building a house, the questions may 
be, “Where is the door? How do I open it? What do I see first when I open the 
door?” Founding a preschool for children in your community, you may want to 
think of the solution from the perspective of parents bringing their children to the 
preschool: “When can I bring my kids? Who will welcome me and my kids? How 
does the room look where the kids play? Will there be enough space for my kids to 
take a nap?”

If the use of the end solution involves processes, describe the requirements from 
this perspective. For example, the function of a button in a computer program for 
a call center agent is described in the process “Entering and saving new customer 
information.” The reason for this exercise is to ensure that you are covering all steps 
and features required by the end customer of your project.

Once you have captured all processes, analyze the requirements that either 
already exist or still need to be built as part of your project. These requirements 
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can be functional in nature (e.g., clicking the button in a software program saves 
information just entered by the user sitting in front of the computer). They can also 
be nonfunctional. For example, you expect your computer to start within 1 minute. 
The 1-minute time requirement is not linked to a specific functional requirement 
such as the button in the previous example. Data security or legal requirements are 
other examples of so-called nonfunctional requirements.

Next to functional and nonfunctional requirements, capture dependencies of 
requirements. For example, in order to run a new software requirement you need to 
have a certain operating system or computer.

10.4.1.2 � Analyze the Target Infrastructure of the Solution

The infrastructure of the solution needs to be in the background for your solution 
to work. For example, when you build a house you need to secure access to water 
and electricity, garbage collection, etc. If you want to operate a preschool you 
need to have the necessary permits and warrants. When you build new software, 
you need to know something about the target technical architecture, the data 
model, etc.

For whatever reasons, these nonfunctional requirements of a project are 
often neglected. This is not good. Imagine you are about to finish building your 
new home and maybe even move in when you find out that you forgot to secure 
water access. Just because these requirements may be less visible at the onset 
of a project, this does not mean you can ignore them. They are important and 
require as much attention as all other requirements. Keep the complete picture 
in mind.

10.4.1.3 � Capture Assumptions, Open Issues, 
and Contributions by Others

There is no way to know every possible detail about your requirements at the 
beginning of your project. At least this is the case in most projects. If you miss 
information about a certain requirement and you know that the requirement is 
essential for the project, you may have to make an assumption about it. For exam-
ple, you assume that a certain building material for your new house is readily 
available in the local hardware store. At other times, you may not be sure about 
a requirement. For example, who will pay for an additional technical expert to 
develop software?

It is important that you become aware of underlying assumptions and identify 
open issues. Don’t just think about them. Capture and document them just like the 
details about the requirements and infrastructure. You should also document which 
activities or deliverables you and your project team cannot handle and instead will 
assign to somebody else.
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10.4.1.4 � Bring It All Together

Gathering functional and nonfunctional requirements, analyzing the target infra-
structure, and capturing assumptions, open issues, and contributions by others are all 
distinct activities in the first part of the scoping exercise. Every one of them is impor-
tant. Still, they stay isolated if you do not bring them together. You are building one 
solution that accounts for all factors described above. It is good when you understand 
the requirements. It is useless if you are not aware of the infrastructure necessary for 
these requirements to be met. And it can be fatal if you neglect underlying assump-
tions and ignore open issues. Just as a team is made of individuals each fulfilling his 
or her task, it is the unit of the team that counts and that delivers the project. This is 
why you need to bring all requirements and assumptions together. When you assign 
the analysis of functional and nonfunctional requirements on the one hand and the 
assessment of the target infrastructure on the other hand to different individuals on 
your team, make sure you synchronize these subteams as well as the whole team.

I highly recommend that you conduct synchronizing meetings with your team 
at least once a day during the scoping phase. Let everyone share what they are 
working on that day, what they have accomplished thus far, where they are facing 
impediments, and where they need help. This ensures open communication and 
transparency. It also opens doors for team learning. You can read more about the 
necessity and value of regular sync meetings in the next chapter.

10.4.2 � Part 2: Prioritizing Requirements
Adults can sometimes be just like little kids, wanting everything, now and at once. 
Of course, this is not possible. Having gathered all requirements is good. However, 
it does not mean that you will be able to realize all requirements. You are bound by 
time, budget, quality constraints, people available, available skills, you name it. It 
is easy to say that everything is important. But if you do not set priorities of what 
you really need right away, you may end up with nothing. You need to know what 
you really want. This is why you must prioritize your requirements.

There are at least two ways to do this. First, follow your instincts. Use your gut 
feeling to decide what will be built first. The problem is that in a project with several 
people involved, it may be difficult to get to a common ground. The probability is 
close to one that when you ask x number of people what they think is important, 
you will get x different responses. In short, prioritizing by gut feeling is not the 
logical choice.

Instead, you need to proceed systematically. I am not calling for the application 
of a complicated decision science. All you need are two or three categories that help 
prioritize the requirements of most projects regardless of the nature of your project. 
The three prioritization categories are as follows:
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	 1.	Business or client value
	 2.	Technical complexity
	 3.	Organizational readiness

The first category, “business or client value,” asks what a requirement is eventu-
ally worth for the business you are in and what value it adds to the ultimate client. 
For example, a call center agent will appreciate it if the computer screen displays all 
the contact history information of a customer who is calling. This means custom-
ers will not have to explain when and why they called before. The call center agent 
saves time not looking for this information and can better serve the customer.

The second category, “technical complexity,” measures how difficult it will be to 
realize a given requirement. For example, the technical software feature of listing 
contact history information can be implemented without additional effort because 
it is already included in the standard software package and thus does not require 
any or at least very little customizing effort.

The third category, “organizational readiness,” looks at the environment of your 
project and asks if a given requirement will be supported by this environment. For 
example, developing a new product that will make other products and therefore 
organizational departments and hence people obsolete will probably have a low 
organizational readiness. On the other hand, if a given requirement does not face 
such obstacles it may come with a medium or high organizational readiness.

The third category may not be applicable to every project. Actually, the first 
two categories may be sufficient to prioritize the requirements of most projects. 
Regarding the value of the prioritization categories, three parameters are suffi-
cient in most cases: high, medium, and low. The values are not arbitrary. You and 
your team must define what “low business or client value” means in comparison 
to “medium” or “high.” Discuss the meaning of the values with your team as well 
as the key stakeholders. Just as with the vision document, it is important to have 
a common understanding of and agreement with the prioritization categories and 
values.

Once you have defined them, use them to prioritize every requirement of your 
project. Granted, this can be time consuming. In addition, you may easily lose over-
sight of your requirements and their priorities. This is why I recommend you list all 
of your requirements in a table and insert columns with the respective priorities.

Using two or three prioritization categories helps simplify selecting the “right” 
requirements and thus maximizes the value you get out of the overall solution. 
Suppose you are using two prioritization categories: business or client value and 
technical complexity. The priority matrix in Table 10.1 will help.

The matrix illustrates why it may not be wise to realize every requirement 
that has a high business or client value. You can have a requirement with a high 
business or client value. However, technically it may be very complex to realize 
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it. In this case you may be better off choosing a requirement with a high business 
or client value and a low or medium technical complexity. As a rule, the require-
ments that are closest to the origin will have a higher resulting priority than those 
further away.1

There is an important exception to this prioritization rule: Some requirements 
must be realized in spite of the fact that they have low resulting priority. For exam-
ple, you may have to build a technical backend for new call center software that 
is technically highly complex, requires a great amount of effort, and thus induces 
high costs. The apparent client value of the technical backend is low because the 
call center is more interested in what it sees on the screen.

Once you have prioritized all requirements this way, you will have a first list of 
requirements with priority 1. This, however, still need not be the final prioritized 
list. You still have to account for the resource constraints such as available budget, 
people, and time. The key question you have to ask is if you can realize all priori-
tized requirements with the available budget and people and within the given time 
frame. If this is not the case, you have at least two choices:

	 1.	Ask for a larger budget, more people, or more time.
	 2.	Repeat the prioritization exercise and come up with a revised, prioritized list 

of requirements that make up the scope of your project.

1	 Of course, if you arrange the parameters differently, this rule does not hold. For example, if 
you sort the parameters business or client value in the order “Low – Medium – High,” the 
requirements in the bottom right corner of the matrix will receive the highest priority.
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Needless to say, in most cases you probably do not have the luxury of option 1. 
If, however, the final prioritized list of requirements is still too long and cannot be 
realized with the given budget, people, and time frame, this is the time to talk to 
your project sponsor and key stakeholders.

It depends on the project to which extent you want to involve key stakeholders 
in the prioritization exercise. In my own personal experience, it is best to prepare a 
preliminary, prioritized list of requirements that can be realized and then present 
the suggested scope with the key stakeholders.

Next to the scope you also want to discuss and agree on how you plan to 
proceed. On the one hand, you all may agree to freeze the presented scope and 
realize it as it is. On the other hand, you may be asked to start work on the 
requirements with the resulting priority of 1, present an interim result, and then 
decide how to proceed.

In either case, you do need to agree on the scope and how to proceed. Regarding 
the latter, you also need to discuss how to handle expected or unexpected changes 
in scope. This is especially important when the scope is officially “frozen.” The 
longer and more complex a project is, the greater the probability that the scope 
will be changing. Projects with “frozen scope” are no exception to this rule. Once 
changes are inevitable, it is good to have a prioritized list of requirements — a scope 
matrix — available.

10.4.3 � Part 3: Building the Plan
The definition of and agreement on the scope are like the filling of the top part 
of the project leadership pyramid. Without the definition and agreement, the 
project vision remains shallow. If you do not have an agreement, you could com-
pare it by trying to fill the top of the pyramid but the content (sand or whatever 
you use to fill the pyramid) does not get where it belongs. The scope — or shall 
we say the content of the vision or the top of the pyramid — is one important 
element of the pyramid. Still, in order to get down to the next lower levels of 
the pyramid there is something else you need to do. Once you have defined and 
agreed on the scope you have to build a project plan. In addition, you have to 
revisit the roles and responsibilities within your teams and make any necessary 
changes. The same applies to the rules of engagement the team agreed on dur-
ing the initial team norming. Last but not least, you must make sure that the 
scope, the project plan, the team set-up, as well as the rules of engagement are all 
in sync with the overall vision as documented in the project charter and vision 
document. You may also consider summarizing all results of the project phase in 
one scope document.
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10.4.4 � A Word on Documentation
There are no doubt projects where documentation is exhaustive and mandatory. 
Other projects may not need any documentation whatsoever. I am not in the 
position to tell you what level of documentation is the right one. It is project spe-
cific. You must determine what level of documentation is necessary and sufficient. 
Documentation helps clarify things, ensure transparency, and thus may serve as 
orientation. On the other hand, it may prevent you and your team from doing the 
actual work. It is up to you what level of documentation you choose as appropriate. 
Do not exaggerate documentation and do not neglect it. Find the right way and 
do what is best for your project. The minimum documentation I recommend — 
regardless of the chosen format — is the project charter, vision document, scope 
matrix, and high-level project plan.

10.4.5 � Timing
No doubt, scoping can be time consuming. If done right, however, it helps save 
you and your team a lot of time. This is one reason why it is so crucial to do it 
correctly right at the beginning of the project. Scoping is not limited to the initia-
tion phase of a project. The longer a project runs, the more likely the scope will 
change over time. This does not mean that the scoping phase lasts forever. You 
and a performing team can conduct a scoping phase within 1 to 4 weeks. This 
may be ambitious for some projects, but it is possible. If you still have doubts, 
look at the sample plan in Appendix C and see which parts you can apply in your 
next project.

10.5 �S ummary
Table 10.2 provides an overview of the proposed exercises and how they relate to 
the five principles of the project leadership pyramid. At the bottom of the column 
of the five project leadership pyramid principles, I list the key activities as they 
relate to the respective leadership principle. Namely:

Principle 1. Build vision: Prepare and conduct a vision-building workshop ◾◾
with the key stakeholders. If possible, involve your core team, too.
Principle 2. Nurture collaboration: Prepare and conduct a team norming ◾◾
workshop.
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Principle 3. Promote performance: Prepare and conduct a team norming ◾◾
workshop.
Principle 4. Cultivate learning: Prepare and conduct a team norming workshop.◾◾
Principle 5. Ensure results: Scoping. In other words, assess the expected scope ◾◾
of the project.

References
Whitten, N. (2005). Neal Whitten’s No-Nonsense Advice for Successful Projects. Vienna, VA: 

Management Concepts, p. xv.
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11Chapter 

Project Execution

Life has no rehearsals, only performances.

Unknown

11.1 �E mpower Your Team and Let It Deliver
Project execution is about delivery. And delivery is about team. Your team. As 
project leader, therefore, it is your responsibility to build and empower a team that 
delivers. This brings us back to the heart and core of project delivery: your team. 
Building and empowering a team goes beyond forming a team, where you assign 
roles and responsibilities. The team norming workshop described in Chapter 10 
yields rules of engagement. They apply to the whole team, including you as the 
project leader. Every team member is responsible for living by the team rules. This 
applies especially to you as a project leader.

As project leader you must create an environment in which your team can pros-
per. You assign roles to those individuals who can best meet the responsibilities of 
those roles. Having addressed and accounted for personal and team expectations 
in the team norming workshop, you make sure that they are not forgotten. It is 
certainly not possible to please everyone. This is not your job. However, you do 
need to make sure you help meet those expectations that serve the purpose of the 
project. Helping does not mean that you are the only one taking care of individual 
expectations. Helping does mean that you empower your team to do so.

In one-to-one personal meetings with team members, find out how they are 
progressing in their tasks. Is anything blocking them from achieving their goals? If 
they are dealing with something they should be able to take care of by themselves, 
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help them find avenues to do so. If you can help, go ahead. If they need help from 
somebody else or the team as a whole, ask them to address the impediments in the 
next team meeting or to approach the right person by themselves.

Empowering your team on the individual and group levels does not mean that 
you micromanage your team. Instead, help your team identify ways and means to 
address issues by themselves. One of the prerequisites for this to happen is an open 
information flow. Project-related information is openly shared.

One strategy for generating and securing an open information flow is to post all 
project-related information on walls in a room that is reserved solely for the team. 
Project-related information includes the following: project motivation and vision 
statements, project objectives statement, project plan, list of achieved milestones 
and delivered results, list of open milestones and results to be delivered, open issues 
or impediments, risks, assumptions, etc. You may refer to this room as the “proj-
ect room” or “war room,” or whatever you like. It should be a permanent meeting 
room, reserved solely for the team. It is not a room for individuals to work. It is a 
room to share information with and among team members.

If your entire team is not working in the same location, you can create a virtual 
team room in the form of a Website or a file you share over the Internet. It should 
include the same information you would find in a project or war room. Appendix 
E contains a sample structure of a virtual team room.

Another great way to share information among team members is daily stand-up 
meetings. These stand-up meetings offer all team members the chance to summarize 
their main accomplishments of the previous day, outline their next steps, address 
any issues or impediments they face and need help with, or sketch new ideas they 
want to elaborate with the team after the meeting. Limit the individual speaking 
time so that these stand-up meetings do not last longer than 10 to 15 minutes. This 
should be sufficient to identify any topics that need clarification after the meeting. 
Make attendance of the stand-ups mandatory for every core team member. After 
all, the main purpose is to synchronize the team effort. It is quite possible that team 
members will complain about the mandatory character of the stand-ups. The good 
thing is that it eliminates other meetings. It promotes quick decision making and 
improves everyone’s project knowledge. It thus actually saves time and is a great 
investment in collaboration, performance, learning, and results.

You may argue that holding stand-up meetings on a daily basis is overkill. This 
may be true. Again, it is up to you, based on your project situation, to judge if daily 
stand-ups are necessary and helpful or not. If your team works on a daily basis, 
10 to 15 minutes should not be difficult to find. It helps secure information flow 
and thus serves as an investment in effective collaboration. Hence, claiming you 
would not have this time is a pretty lame excuse. In other nonbusiness settings, 
where you are not daily working with your team, it may be sufficient to meet every 
other week. I suggest a minimum iteration of 2 to 3 weeks. Again, the key is to 
share information and to secure that the team’s activities are in sync with the proj-
ect vision and directed toward achieving the project objectives. The bottom line is 
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that you as project leader need to ensure that information is shared freely, openly, 
and directly.

Creating an environment in which your team can prosper does not mean micro-
managing. Just the opposite is the case. Defining and assigning roles and responsibili-
ties jointly with your team is a step toward building trust, to let your team show its 
talents. Empower your team as a group and each individual team member. Give them 
a chance to develop and live up to their potentials. See where you can help without 
micromanaging your team. For example, it is not your responsibility to develop solu-
tions to every issue raised by your team. There is no way that you can know every-
thing. The individual team member should be the best person to say what needs to be 
done to fix an issue or should know the right person to ask for help if this is not the 
case. You want your team members to understand that raising issues is great, but it 
is not sufficient. At a minimum, you can expect team members to suggest how to fix 
their own issues. If all else fails, team members must ask the team for help rather than 
waiting for a miracle to happen or expecting the project leader to solve it. Keep this in 
mind when you and your team define and assign roles and responsibilities and when 
you develop and agree on the rules of engagement for your team.

If there is one ongoing activity for a project leader, it is team building. The team 
is the base of power for the project manager. A weak team will make it difficult for 
the project manager to manage the project to success. A strong, performing team, 
on the other hand, yields synergy effects that allow the seemingly impossible to 
become possible. We noted earlier that a team doesn’t fall from heaven or develop 
overnight. You as the project leader have to form it and build it. This is an ongoing 
task and, yes, it can be quite time consuming. The results of a performing team 
yield returns on this investment multifold.

As project leader you must make sure that your team can perform. Create the 
environment most fruitful for individuals and the team as a whole to prosper. 
Team-building events should have a stable place in your plans. The same applies to 
celebrating accomplishments with your team. Don’t forget that we are all human 
and want to be treated as such. Working on a great team starts with you as the 
project leader. You have to take the first step and make it happen.

11.2 � Involve and Add Value to the Extended Team
The rules of active collaboration and open communication are not limited to your 
core team. Extend the same rules to the extended project team. As much as you 
need your core project team, you need the extended team. The extended team basi-
cally consists of all primary stakeholders. Some are more active than others. But 
you definitely want to involve all of them. If you depend on their help, one of the 
first things you should do is show them how you can help them.

Adding value starts with sharing project-relevant information. Tell them about 
your project, its objectives, and its progress. Tell them about the key challenges and 
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what you are doing to manage them. Send out newsletters about past accomplish-
ments and next steps. If at all possible, deliver interim results. These can be docu-
ments, prototypes, demonstrations, you name it. Chapter 7 elaborated on the many 
benefits regular interim results generate. They tell your stakeholders about project 
progress. They show that the project is alive and that you are producing results. They 
may help clarify requirements. They create a sense of accomplishment within your 
team. They also animate you and your team to think in terms of solutions rather 
than working on abstract ideas and a far-fetched project objective. Celebrating 
the successful delivery of interim results helps bring your team closer together. 
It thus helps nurture collaboration. Regular deliverables provide excellent learning 
opportunities. Feedback on interim results will give you information to determine 
whether your project is still on track or if you need to make adjustments. Actively 
soliciting feedback contributes to promoting collaboration beyond the boundaries 
of your core team. You involve the extended team and thus make them feel like 
part of the project team. For example, when you need to specify the requirements 
of a new Website, show them a prototype and ask for their feedback and input way 
before the final delivery date. Then show them how you incorporated their feedback 
in the next version of the prototype and final deliverable. When extended team 
members perceive this level of involvement as an added value, chances are much 
higher that they will be willing to support you when you need their help.

Although it is your team delivering interim results, you as project leader have 
to ensure that it becomes possible. Plan for it and ensure that information is shared 
through the right channels and arrives to the right people at the right time. This 
means empower your core and extended team and let magic evolve.

11.3 �P roject Reviews
The longer term the project, the greater chance there is that the scope and maybe 
even the overall direction may change. You must be aware of these changes as they 
are taking place. If you realize a change too late, it may also be too late for your 
project and it may fail. One of the best ways to prevent this from happening is by 
conducting project reviews. They are merely another form of learning.

There are two forms of project reviews: internal and external. Both types help 
you determine if you and your project are still on track, what is working, and what 
you and your team need to improve. Let’s look at internal project reviews first.

11.3.1 � Internal Project Reviews
Internal project reviews can come in many different forms. Daily stand-up meet-
ings with your team are a form of project review. Team members tell what they are 
working on, what the main issues are, and what they are doing to solve them. The 
information provided helps you determine whether your project is on track. At a 
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minimum, it gives you a good starting point to probe deeper on if and to which 
extent the project is still in sync with the overall project vision, if collaboration is 
practiced, performance, and the quality requirements are met.

Once a week, or at least once every 2 weeks, conduct a team meeting that is 
longer than the usual stand-up meetings. “Longer” does not mean an endless meet-
ing; it means longer than 15 minutes. Time-box this team meeting to 1 to 2 hours, 
depending on how often you conduct it. The purpose of this regular team meeting 
is to review and assess past performance, present issues, and possible solutions. To 
be more concrete, you ask each team member the following questions:

What has gone well thus far? Why?◾◾
What has not gone well? Why?◾◾
What can we do better, and how?◾◾

To save time, it is best to make use of a guided brainstorming session, with 
each person writing one answer per card. Provide the project leadership pyramid 
principles as a framework to categorize the answers. Team members initial their 
response cards in the top right corner to denote the principles of the project leader-
ship pyramid (V, C, P, L, or R):

V: Vision/project objective(s). Sample guiding question: Does everyone have ◾◾
the same understanding of the project objectives and live by them?
C: Collaboration (in team, with management or sponsor, with customer, ◾◾
etc.). Sample guiding questions: How do you rate our teamwork, commu-
nication with stakeholders and customers, etc.? Are we abiding by our own 
team rules? Do our team rules meet the requirements of our project? If not, 
what do we have to adjust?
P: Performance of individuals and/or team. Sample guiding question: How ◾◾
do you evaluate our team performance?
L: Learning or feedback culture within team and project environment. ◾◾
Sample guiding question: How much do we value open and constructive 
feedback in our team?
R: Results/solution quality. Sample guiding question: How do you rate our ◾◾
quality of work?

Within a few minutes the guided brainstorming session will produce a wide 
array of input. The least it yields is a starting point for asking additional probing 
questions on issues and impediments presented.

Once you have collected all cards, ask your team to prioritize the input. Elaborate 
on the three cards that get the most votes. Derive appropriate action items from 
them and let them become leading mottos of the daily work of the team in the 
coming week till the next regular team meeting. Do not neglect the other feedback 
cards. You can assign them to individuals or park them until the next meeting.

K11559.indb   123 7/23/10   10:21:39 AM



124  ◾  Leadership Principles for Project Success﻿

In one of my past projects, we conducted weekly team meetings that followed 
this format (Juli, 2003). At an earlier team meeting we had developed the weekly 
motto “work smart, not hard.” That weekly motto was extended every week until 
the project closed. It became a guiding principle for the daily work and every issue 
we faced on the individual and team level.

Identifying impediments and risks and actually making mistakes can be great 
learning opportunities. When you have just found out that there is a serious tech-
nical problem causing a slip in your project plan, analyze the root causes of the 
problem. A practical approach to find the root cause of a problem is to ask why this 
impediment or risk has arisen. You ask this why? question up to five times, until 
you have identified the core of the problem. You then develop action items that help 
resolve the core source of the problem.

For example, in a former project of mine the user acceptance test (UAT) of a 
new software application did not pass. Eventually all technical errors were fixed. 
However, the question loomed how to improve quality during the next release 
cycle. Applying the five why? questions yielded the following answers:

Step 1: Why did the UAT not pass? Because there were too many technical ◾◾
errors in the backend.
Step 2: Why were there too many errors in the backend? Because they were ◾◾
not tested and fixed prior to the UAT.
Step 3: Why were they not tested and fixed prior to the UAT? Because the ◾◾
responsible technical manager did not plan and spend sufficient time for the 
technical system test that preceded the UAT.
Step 4: Why did the technical manager not plan and spend sufficient time for ◾◾
the technical system test? Because he knew that technical development could 
not be finished prior to the final testing and he thus decided to use the time 
originally reserved for testing for the late development effort.
Step 5: Why did technical development take longer than expected and com-◾◾
municated? Because developers were working on other projects with a higher 
priority.

The answer to step 5 revealed one of the core causes of the missing quality. It 
was not the lack of technical skills one might have assumed. The real reason was not 
technical in nature at all. It was that the project did not get the necessary attention 
by the technical manager and its team because other projects had a higher priority. 
Hence, to prevent similar quality issues in the future, the project leader was well 
advised to check if his own team was committed to the vision and objectives as well 
as the timeline in the first place.

In another example, a prestigious, private French school in Germany wanted 
to relocate its school building and campus to a neighboring community. School 
officials talked to the local mayor of that community, who welcomed the idea of 
having a private school there. The community had old ties with a town in France 
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and the population was very open to French culture. Interestingly, the public mood 
turned negative, even hostile toward the project of relocating the private school into 
its community. What went wrong? Again, applying the five why? questions yielded 
the following responses:

Step 1: Why was the public hostile toward the relocation of the school into its ◾◾
community? Because the school would cause a significant traffic problem due 
to the parents taking their kids to school.
Step 2: Why would this have caused a significant traffic problem? Because the ◾◾
roads leading to the school were too narrow to handle increased traffic, causing 
congestion and making it less safe for schoolchildren to cross the roads.
Step 3: Why were the roads too narrow? Because they led through a residen-◾◾
tial area with parking spaces along the road, narrowing the streets.
Step 4: Why did the parking spaces narrow the street? Because there were no ◾◾
other parking spaces available for the residents living along the street.
Step 5: Why were there no parking spaces available for the residents living ◾◾
along the street? Because the community lacked a traffic concept to handle 
the increased traffic while at the same time providing ample parking spaces 
for the cars of the local residents.

The answer to the final why? question revealed one of the main shortcomings 
of the private school’s plan to relocate its campus to the neighboring community. 
Although the public as well as the local town council were principally open to a 
private school, they opposed the plans because they lacked an adequate concept to 
cope with the increased traffic.

Both examples show that the core cause for a problem, impediment, or risk may 
be less apparent than originally assumed. However, to solve or mitigate an issue you 
have to address its core cause. Otherwise, you may only treat symptoms and the 
issue or risk will reoccur. This would restrict the potential value of learning from 
past mistakes. On the other hand, identifying and solving the root causes of issues 
can unleash the true power of learning and innovation.

11.3.2 � External Project Reviews
External project reviews need not be much different in their structure than inter-
nal ones. The auditor wants to learn where the project is in comparison to the plan, 
what the top issues and risks are, and what the team is doing to resolve them. The 
main difference from an internal project review, of course, is that it is facilitated 
by an external third party. This is not bad. Having a fresh, outside perspective can 
turn out to be a blessing. Oftentimes we develop tunnel vision when we are work-
ing for a long time on a project. This is not ideal and yet it is way too common. 
After all, we are human. It is ok if we welcome the chance to have somebody from 
the outside assess our project. We may think that everything is working great. 
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But because we may have developed tunnel vision we may miss other “obvious” 
obstacles.

Another difference between an internal and external project review may be the 
audience. Whereas in internal project reviews the complete core project team is 
participating, external reviews are oftentimes limited to the auditor and the project 
manager and possibly one or two other members of the team. This is not a require-
ment. The opposite may be true. Involving the complete core team in external proj-
ect reviews can give the review the character of a lessons-learned workshop.

This is exactly one of the key purposes of a project review — external or inter-
nal: to identify lessons and show that you have learned from them. In addition, 
you want to identify ways to improve your performance, increase efficiency and 
productivity, and improve collaboration and quality.

External project reviews usually take more time to prepare and conduct. 
Consequently, they are less frequent. Unless they are mandatory in your project 
environment, plan them before the close of a project phase. This may still give you 
enough time to put some of the advice from the review into practice. If you find out 
about a mistake or shortcoming after a project phase, it may be too late. In this case, 
you may learn a lesson, but it may be useless if you do not have a chance to apply it. 
You might just as well skip such a project review altogether.

There is one exception to this conclusion. When you follow a client-driven itera-
tive approach where you deliver a functioning part of a product or service after each 
iteration, the project review may actually take place with the delivery or shortly 
thereafter. The key difference from a “regular” project review is that it incorporates 
the identified lessons learned directly in the plan of the coming iteration. It thus 
secures the learning character and value of a project review.

11.4 �S tatus Reporting
Most projects require you to prepare and deliver a regular status report to the proj-
ect sponsor and other primary stakeholders. The frequency and format vary from 
project to project. Regardless of the frequency and format, I suggest you cover the 
following points:

Executive summary◾◾ : In one or two sentences, describe where the project stands. 
What is relevant is how the project progresses with respect to achieving the 
project vision and objectives.
Accomplishments◾◾ : List the top three accomplishments of the past report-
ing period. Focus on actual, tangible results that add value to the project 
organization and show that you and your team are moving in the right 
direction.
Upcoming milestones◾◾ : List the top three milestones of the next reporting 
period. Similar to the listed accomplishments, report expected results rather 
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than ongoing activities. Note that when you report upcoming milestones you 
make a commitment to deliver them in the mentioned time period. Thus you 
want to make sure prior to the report that you and your team can deliver 
them. If you cannot commit to a delivery date, state this. Raising the wrong 
expectations will eventually hurt you. If you and your team face impedi-
ments, explain them.
Impediments◾◾ : Spell out the top three impediments you and your team are deal-
ing with at present and explain how you plan to solve or at least mitigate them. 
Don’t describe a problem without pointing out its source and suggesting a reso-
lution. If you need help from the outside, state that and suggest a resolution. An 
alternative to listing the top three impediments is to distinguish between exist-
ing problems and potential risks. Again, limit the list to the top three problems 
and risks and be explicit about how you plan to solve and mitigate them.

A status report is not a scientific paper. It is a snapshot of your project. Even if 
you do not have to prepare a formal report, say in a nonbusiness setting, you always 
want to have the above information available. This does not need to be volumes 
of information. Keep it simple and straightforward. As a matter of fact, for most 
projects a one-page status report suffices. The important thing is that you share cor-
rect project information with the primary stakeholders. “Correct” means that you 
do not slant the project information to make it look or sound good. If you face a 
serious challenge in your project, state this and explain what you plan to do next. 
Listing the top three accomplishments, upcoming milestones, and impediments 
forces you to prioritize and focus. Do so with your team.

Identifying the top three accomplishments, upcoming milestones, and impedi-
ments of your complete project implies that not every issue on the operational level 
of your team will make it to the front page of your status report. And this is not 
necessary. Operational issues are best solved on the operational level. What most 
stakeholders are interested in is how the project overall is doing with respect to 
the vision and the expected results. If the recipients of the status report request 
additional information about the project on a lower, operational level, share it. 
Alternatively, you may want to consider inviting them to attend and listen to a 
stand-up meeting or team meeting. The bottom line is that you want to ensure 
transparency and an open information flow. This requires openness, honesty, and 
integrity on your part. These are qualities you also expect from your own team and 
your primary stakeholders. And, as always, it starts with you.

11.5 �P roject Pyramid Assessment Guidelines
You can summarize the structure of the probing questions you answer in the proj-
ect reviews and status reports in the project pyramid assessment guidelines. These 
guidelines consist of two main parts.
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Part 1: Assessing the quality of vision, collaboration, performance, learning, and 
results. Sample guiding questions for each of the principles are:

	 1.	Vision:
	 a.	 What are the motivation, vision, and objectives statement of the project? 

To which extent are they mutually understood and supported by the core 
and extended teams?

	 b.	 Is the scope of the project defined and mutually understood by the core 
and extended teams? If not, what are the gaps? What prevents these gaps 
from being filled? Why? What has been done or is planned to fill the 
gaps?

	 2.	Collaboration:
		  How do you rate the teamwork, communication with stakeholders and cus-

tomers, etc.? Is the team abiding by its own team rules? Do the team rules 
meet the requirements of the project? If not, what has to be adjusted?

	 3.	Performance:
	 a.	 Is the team given the opportunity to excel? How does the project leader 

empower the team?
	 b.	 Does the team as a whole perform as expected and required to meet the 

project objectives? If there are any gaps in individual performance, how 
does the project cope with this challenge?

	 4.	Learning:
	 a.	 How much do(es) the team(s) value open and constructive feedback?
	 b.	 What rules are in place that promote and cultivate learning and 

innovation?
	 5.	Results:
	 a.	 Does the project team deliver regular, interim results? How is the quality 

of these deliverables?
	 b.	 How does the project ensure the quality of regular, interim, as well as 

final results?

Part 2: Assessing the top three impediments to the project leadership pyramid prin-
ciples. Sample questions include:

	 1.	From the first part of the project assessment, what are the top three impedi-
ments to each principle in the project leadership pyramid?

	 2.	What causes these impediments? You may want to apply the five why? ques-
tions, as explained in Section 11.3.1, to identify the real cause.

	 3.	What needs to be done to solve and/or mitigate the impediments? To what 
extent does the team follow this strategy?

The advantage of the project pyramid assessment guidelines is that they assess 
the critical factors for project success reflected in the five principles of the project 
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leadership pyramid. Depending on the nature and complexity of a project, you can 
add to, modify, or delete some of the sampling questions. The important thing is 
that you cover all five principles.

11.6 �S ecure Ongoing Learning and Promote Innovation
Learning is important. It is crucial for project success. This is why you as project 
leader must create a learning environment. Establish clear and unmistakable learn-
ing and feedback rules, such as conducting weekly team meetings to reflect on what 
is going well and what needs to be improved. Plan regular external project reviews 
before the end of each major project phase or milestone. At the same time, review 
the rules of engagement, including roles and responsibilities, and make necessary 
adjustments. Following a major project phase, you may even want to conduct a com-
plete team re-norming workshop. Preparation for and conduct of this workshop is 
similar to an initial team norming session. Once again, if possible, ask a third party 
to facilitate it, allowing you to actively participate in the team norming exercises.

You may even want to consider setting aside 10 to 20% of your time for innova-
tion. This is what Google is practicing. Google team members work 4 days a week 
on the assigned project. The fifth day is reserved for innovative activities, when 
everyone is working on either an innovative approach related to a specific work 
package of the project or something completely different. Whether or not you have 
the luxury of building in 20% for innovation is project specific. But think of how 
much time you do want to reserve for innovation. This includes reflecting on les-
sons learned and trying out new and innovative ways of work. The potential payoffs 
of learning can be great. Not only can you and your team improve efficiency and 
productivity, but it will also strengthen team morale, boost performance, improve 
collaboration, and improve delivery quality.

Create an environment in which mistakes are not punished, but instead, team 
members admit mistakes, fix them quickly, learn from them, and continue to improve 
the other project-related innovations. Do not let mistakes question or even stop your 
innovation. Innovation without making mistakes does not and cannot exist.

Don’t keep lessons learned to yourself. Share them within your team and with 
others outside the team. For example, you can use wikis. Not only does it allow 
you to share your experience, it also constitutes a great opportunity to market your 
project and its accomplishments.

Making learning a stable part of your project serves as an investment and insur-
ance for quality and project results. The longer your project, the more time you will 
need to plan on for learning and innovation. As things change over time, you will 
have to make the necessary adjustments. As project leader it is your responsibility 
to ensure project results that are in sync with the project vision. Learning is the 
element that links vision, collaboration, and performance with results. This is why 
learning is so important to project success and why it is one of the principles of 
effective project leadership.
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11.7 � Coping with Challenges to the 
Project Leadership Pyramid

I started this book with a hypothesis: Effective project management needs to have a 
solid foundation based in project leadership. Without project leadership there is no direc-
tion for project management. Leadership is the decisive factor in improving the chance for 
a project to succeed. Without leadership, chances are that a project will be “ just another 
project.” Leadership is a decisive factor for project success. The project leadership pyr-
amid lays out the principles of effective leadership. The principles serve as a strong 
guideline. Do not be fooled, however, that these five leadership principles are set in 
stone; i.e., once you have followed them during project initiation you do not have to 
modify them. The principles themselves are dynamic and complex. You need to be 
flexible when applying the principles in practice without compromising the overall 
theme of project leadership. Just as you can expect challenges to the project, you can 
anticipate tests to the five project leadership pyramid principles set out in this book. 
The question is how do you cope with these challenges and overcome them?

Let’s look at some common challenges, identify likely sources, and sketch possi-
ble solutions and mitigations. Note that it is impossible to list all possible challenges. 
Nor can we outline all possible solutions. The aim is to show that solution strategies 
to challenges often lie in the application of other project leadership pyramid prin-
ciples. This is where the concept of the 5×5 pyramid comes into play once more. The 
project leadership pyramid principles are not isolated from each other. Combining 
them adds a new level of dynamics to the project leadership pyramid. You need to 
have an understanding of these dynamics to cope with and overcome challenges to 
the project leadership pyramid principles. Let’s look at some typical challenges.

11.7.1 � Challenges to Principle 1: Build Vision
Trust me, building vision is the most important activity at the beginning of every 
project. Actually, you want to build vision before the actual start of the project. It is 
important and it is time consuming. And it is an investment in project success you do 
not want to forgo. As project leader you must plan for sufficient time to build vision. 
Make sure that everyone in the project knows the direction of the project from day 1.

What can be really frustrating is when you understand the importance of vision 
building and work on a project where things do not work out as described in this 
book. Three typical challenges are detailed here.

11.7.1.1 � No Leverage or Control to Build Vision

Challenge(s):

You are the ◾◾ assigned project manager and come aboard the new project when 
the project vision and objectives have already been defined. They have been 
predetermined and you do not have the authority to question and/or modify 
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them even though you realize that the objectives do not fulfill the SMART 
criteria.
Neither the project vision nor the project objectives are clear or mutually ◾◾
understood and endorsed by the key stakeholders. However, you are expected 
to start the project anyway.

Likely Sources:

Option 1: The project sponsor may lack an understanding of the significance ◾◾
of a clear vision and SMART project objectives that are mutually understood 
and developed jointly with the key stakeholders and the project manager.
Option 2: The project sponsor or project authorizing organization is unwill-◾◾
ing to modify the project objectives. It rejects any changes because it believes 
that would signal organizational weakness.
Option 3: The project sponsor or the project authorizing organization does ◾◾
not want to qualify the project vision and project objectives because they, too, 
do not know the answers.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

You may be only the assigned project manager, but this does not imply that you 
need not speak up for good and effective project management and leadership prin-
ciples. A project leader does not just swallow whatever is served without questioning 
it. This is especially so when the new project leader identifies that the project vision 
and objectives are not clearly defined and mutually understood. Not stepping up to 
the occasion is a lack of leadership. It takes effective leadership to lead a project to 
success. And it starts the very first day of the project. Now is the time to act.

Regarding the three options of likely sources, the following mitigations may 
help clarify the situation for the better:

Option 1: Explain to the project sponsor or project authorizing organization ◾◾
the significance and value of a clear and mutually understood project vision 
and objectives. Outline their benefits to the sponsor and the whole organiza-
tion. The ideal scenario would be to conduct a vision workshop with the key 
stakeholders. If the sponsor does not want to get involved in clarifying the 
vision, it is your responsibility to do so as the project leader. Meet with the key 
stakeholders and find out about their needs and understanding of the vision. 
Consolidate the findings and present them to the stakeholders and the spon-
sor. Lay out your understanding of the situation and how you plan to move 
forward.
Option 2: A project and a project team require a clear direction. This is ◾◾
reflected in the project vision and objectives. If both the official project vision 
and objectives allow too much room for interpretation, you have to find out 
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what the project sponsor had in mind. Knowing that the sponsor does not 
want to change the wording of the vision or objectives, you may want to con-
sider building a prototype with the purpose of clarifying your understanding 
of the situation. Present the prototype to the sponsor and the key stakeholders. 
At some point they have to tell you what they expect you and your team to 
deliver. Once you receive feedback on the prototype, the direction and require-
ments become clearer. You may not even have to change the official wording of 
the project vision or objectives. You thus help the sponsor save face.
Option 3: If the sponsor does not know what the project vision and objectives ◾◾
are, a vision workshop or building a prototype are two examples of what could 
help clarify the situation. Explain the value of a joint approach to building 
the vision. In some situations, the project sponsor may have only a faint idea 
about a project vision and objectives and no expertise to qualify them. This 
is what the team is for. Offer to coordinate the effort of defining the vision 
and objectives.

11.7.1.2 � Project Environment Not Open to New Ideas

Challenge(s):

The challenge of leading a project in an environment that is not open to new ideas 
is at least twofold: the environment is hostile to new content or the organization 
rejects any new forms of leading and managing a project.

Likely Sources:

Option 1: There is a lack of understanding about the negative impact of hos-◾◾
tility to new ideas on the project and its environment.
Option 2: People are skeptical about new ideas because they are afraid of them.◾◾
Option 3: People resist new ideas because they want to keep the status quo ◾◾
for personal reasons.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Option 1: Develop first a project motivation and then a vision statement. This ◾◾
addresses the impact of the absence of change and identifies the potential 
benefits of change. Pay special attention to the added value of project results. 
Then contrast the findings with the status quo. The greater this gap is, the 
more obvious it should be to embrace change.
Option 2: The first thing to do when you are dealing with people who are afraid ◾◾
of new ideas is take their concerns seriously. You want to know where their fears 
are coming from and try to understand them. Developing a project motiva-
tion statement should help you identify the most prominent ones. Building the 
vision statement then is a process of developing a way to control and overcome 
the key concerns and letting the benefits outweigh the disadvantages.
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Option 3: It is simply not possible to please everyone in your larger project ◾◾
environment. You just cannot do it. And it would be futile to try to prove 
otherwise. This calls for prioritizing the stakeholders and their needs and 
how they relate to the project vision and objectives. Similar to option 2, 
pay special attention to those you find to be most important to the success 
of your project. Involve them in your project effort and win the support of 
these skeptics. The key is to show them the potential value of the project. If 
you identify obvious disadvantages of the project to them, identify ways to 
overcome them.

11.7.1.3 � Superficial, Not-Thought-Through Vision

Challenge(s):

The vision of the project is vague at best. It is not concrete with respect to a clear 
direction for the project. As such, it leaves plenty of room for interpretation. 
Not too surprisingly, there is neither a mutual understanding nor support of the 
project vision and project objectives among the key stakeholders of the project. 
Consequently, the project objectives do not meet the SMART criteria.

Likely Sources:

Option 1: You did not spend enough time to define the project vision.◾◾
Option 2: Stakeholders do not understand the significance and value of a ◾◾
commonly agreed-upon vision and objectives.
Option 3: There is a lack of an overall vision beyond the project.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Option 1: Given that building project vision is the most important activ-◾◾
ity at the beginning of a project, you should plan sufficient time to qualify 
it. This should be self-explanatory by now. Building vision usually cannot 
be accomplished overnight. It takes time and a joint team effort. If possible 
and adequate for your project setting, invite the key stakeholders to a vision 
workshop and define the project vision and objectives. It is an investment 
with great returns.
Option 2:◾◾

You need to show to the key stakeholders the negative impact of a project −−
vision that is only vaguely defined and not understood or supported by 
all key stakeholders. You and your team are expected to deliver and meet 
the project requirements. This is difficult if not virtually impossible to do 
if the project vision and objectives are too vague. Especially with respect 
to the project objectives, you want to meet the SMART criteria and leave 
little room for interpretation.
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You may also consider digging a bit deeper into the real reason for −−
the lack of understanding of the significance and value of a com-
monly agreed upon vision and objectives. Are the key stakeholders 
not used to a clear vision and project objectives, do they simply not 
want to be concrete about the project vision and objectives? If the lat-
ter is the case, find out the drivers behind this motivation. They could 
become severe stumbling blocks if you do not recognize and deal with 
them early.

Option 3: You may think that if there is no vision beyond the project you are ◾◾
in trouble right from the beginning. It is a difficult situation. Your job, how-
ever, is not to save the world but to help secure project success. Every project 
has an end date. If there is no vision of what is going to happen once you 
have delivered the project it is not good, but is it really your first and foremost 
responsibility to solve this issue? No. Stay focused on your project. Explain to 
the project sponsor and key stakeholders the value of following a vision that 
goes beyond the immediate project. It provides a framework and orientation 
point for the project.

11.7.2 � Challenges to Principle 2: Nurture Collaboration
Promoting and nurturing collaboration can be quite complex and difficult. It is 
even more so when you are working in an environment that is not used to open 
collaboration. Working in and with virtual teams adds another dimension of com-
plexity. The same applies to large teams, executing projects in an environment of 
mistrust and politics. Let’s have a closer look at three exemplary challenges.

11.7.2.1 � Line Organization Too Strong

Challenge(s):

A weak project organization is characterized by a strong line organization. You 
have a project budget and people working on the project, but not all, if any, team 
members are available full time to work on the project because they continue to 
fulfill regular line activities. As project leader, you do not have any discretionary 
authority over your own team members. Whenever a line activity takes more 
time than planned, it costs your project. Your project suffers rather than the 
line organization. It may even come down to seemingly little things, such as 
planned absences. The line managers approve or disapprove vacation requests. 
Consequently, team members go to their line managers for planned absence 
requests rather than to you as the accountable project leader. In short, your proj-
ect exists and is acknowledged by others, but you do not really have the necessary 
organizational influence or authority to direct your own team. Instead, you rely 
on the good will of others.
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Likely Sources:

The organization is not used to projects.◾◾
The line organizations do not see the value of projects to their own line orga-◾◾
nizations and/or the company.
The line organizations feel threatened by your project. They are afraid of los-◾◾
ing control to you over their own people.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Project leadership starts with building project vision. The resulting activities include 
a thorough analysis of the project environment. From this perspective it must not 
come as a surprise that you are leading a project in an environment where the line 
organization enjoys a greater attention than your project.

Involve all key stakeholders in your project. This is especially important with respect 
to those line managers who could undermine your project. Project involvement starts 
with identifying and acknowledging their concerns. From this understanding outline 
ways and means to mitigate their concerns. Show how the project adds value to each 
respective line organization. Don’t just talk about transparency. Create and practice it 
on a daily basis. Hence, share all project information that may affect the respective line 
organizations. Treat them as part of the extended project team and make them feel it. 
In return you can ask for their support for your project.

If your efforts to reach out to the line managers do not yield the desired results, 
ask the project sponsor for specific help. Ideally, the project sponsor supports you in 
your role. On the other hand, the project sponsor may acknowledges the challenge 
but not really do anything about it. It is a blessing without any leverage. If the proj-
ect sponsor does not see the challenge and is not willing to back you, all you can do 
is explain the resulting risks and issues and how they could be mitigated. However, 
given that you do not have the sufficient organizational leverage, you cannot take 
on accountability to solve these risks or issues. Instead, accountability lies with the 
project sponsor. Continue to do your best and update the project sponsor as well as 
the rest of the extended project team on the project progress.

The extreme case would be that the project sponsor does not back you and the 
line organizations continue to undermine your sincere project effort, making proj-
ect success impossible. If this is the case and there is no way out, the last resort may 
be to cancel the project altogether, thus saving time and resources.

11.7.2.2 � Virtual Teams vs. Co-Location

Challenge(s):

Your project team is not working from the same location but is distributed across several 
workplaces. You may work in the same location but in different buildings. Part of the team 
may be working in different geographic locations nationally or even internationally.
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Likely Sources:

This could be common practice in a large, international organization.◾◾
There is not enough office space for the project team.◾◾
There is no common time to bring in the complete team to one table because ◾◾
people are working in different time zones or are not available full time.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Set the expectation that you want your team to come together on a regular ◾◾
basis. If this is physically not possible, make use of the phone, email, or other 
collaboration tools.
Use modern communication technology tools such as phone, email, and even ◾◾
better, a professional collaboration tool.
If team members have reservations about a regular get-together, at a mini-◾◾
mum you must insist on a free, open, and proactive flow of all project-related 
information. If this minimum requirement cannot be met, it raises the 
question of whether you have recruited the right team in the first place.
Rotate team members geographically, sending them to work in different team ◾◾
locations for an agreed period of time. They get to know the other team mem-
bers better and can better identify, understand, and resolve possible impedi-
ments to collaboration (Sutherland et al., 2008).

11.7.2.3 � Project Environment Not Open to Active Collaboration

Challenge(s):

You may operate in a project environment that is not open to any form of active 
collaboration and where information sharing is limited to a bare minimum. This 
could happen outside your core team or even within your team. For example, a 
team member may resist working with or helping other team members.

Likely Sources:

This could be a reflection of the organizational culture.◾◾
Some people may have had bad experiences sharing information too freely ◾◾
because it was used against them.
Information cannot be shared freely because it is classified.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Reach out to the skeptics of open collaboration. Find out what causes them ◾◾
to think this way. Acknowledge their concerns and develop solutions to cope 
with them.
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Be a role model. Practice free and open collaboration by sharing information, ◾◾
involving extended team members, and helping other team members if it sup-
ports the purpose of the project vision and objectives.
Plan and conduct a social event that brings people together.◾◾
Convince skeptics with the results of collaboration in your own team.◾◾
If you are working in an environment that deals with classified information, ◾◾
it is no automatism to give up on the idea of nurturing collaboration. Such 
organizations have been around for a long time. Hence, there is a form of 
collaboration even though it may look different from common practice. Find 
out what information can be shared with whom and when. Understand how 
people work together, help each other.

11.7.3 � Challenges to Principle 3: Promote Performance
Having a performing team is great, especially when all of your activities promot-
ing performance turn out to be successful. Unfortunately, projects seldom run as 
smoothly as desired. Let’s look at some common challenges to performance and 
how we can overcome them.

11.7.3.1 � Lack of Skills

Challenge(s):

Lack of skills means you, individual team members, or the whole project team 
do not possess the required skills, expertise, and/or experience to conduct the 
necessary work. Without these skills you may not be able to achieve the project 
objectives.

Likely Sources:

Experts are not available when needed.◾◾
You are dealing with a new technology with which there is little if any prior ◾◾
experience.
You do not have the budget to bring the right experts aboard.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Determine the required skill sets before you recruit your team.◾◾
Find out if any formal training may fill the knowledge gaps. Plan for and ◾◾
secure the necessary training funds and times.
Discuss with your team if knowledge gaps can be filled by informal training; ◾◾
for example, in the form of coaching or teaching by more experienced team 
members.
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11.7.3.2 � Nonperforming Team Member

Challenge(s):

A team member does not fulfill the expectations set out in his or her project role.

Likely Sources:

Option 1: The team member may lack the necessary skills and/or experience.◾◾
Option 2: The team member may be missing necessary input to conduct his ◾◾
or her work.
Option 3: The rest of the team isolates the team member; for example, by ◾◾
withholding project-relevant information.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

First, you need to find out the core reasons why a team member is not performing 
as expected. This determines your next steps:

Option 1: If the team member is missing skills and/or experience:◾◾
Train the individual in the missing skills and empower the individual to −−
accomplish the work package. Training can be formal or in the form of 
coaching by a more experienced team member.
Evaluate the work package distribution among your team. Modify it to −−
utilize the strengths of each individual team member.
If none of the mitigations work, you may have to replace the nonperform-−−
ing team member with someone who can live up to the expectations set 
for this role.
If as project leader you cannot replace a nonperforming team member −−
because, for example, you are not endowed with the organizational 
authority to do so, you have to escalate it to the responsible, organiza-
tional supervisor. If the supervisor does not react, escalate the issue fur-
ther to the project sponsor, who has to make the ultimate decision. At 
that point the ownership of the issue and its resulting risks is being trans-
ferred to the project sponsor.

Option 2: If the team member is missing necessary input to conduct the ◾◾
work:

Identify missing link and address it with people involved. Discuss imped-−−
iments in daily stand-up meetings and work on a solution with the com-
plete team.

Option 3: If the team member is being isolated by the rest of the team:◾◾
Review team norming results with the complete team. Make necessary −−
adjustments to integrate every team member into the group and form a 
coherent and performing team.
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11.7.3.3 � Team Absence

Challenge(s):

Working with and for a team that actually is not a team can be challenging. In 
this environment individual performance counts more than the performance of the 
whole team. Team members care primarily about their own work and results. They 
focus on their own activities and interests. The team does not constitute a coherent 
unit but an accumulation of egoistical individuals.

Likely Sources:

Mistrust of coworkers for personal or other reasons.◾◾
Personal chemistry in team is not working.◾◾
Project organization does not honor group performance and accomplish-◾◾
ments. Line organizations value individual performance higher than contri-
butions to the performance and accomplishments of a project team.
Lack of true team experience. People are not used to working in teams, shar-◾◾
ing information freely, and openly and actively working with others toward 
a common goal.
Individual team members lack the motivation to work with the team or for ◾◾
the project because they wanted to do something different.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Conduct a team norming workshop with the team. Engage in team-building ◾◾
activities.
Evaluate work package assignments within the team.◾◾
Find out why team performance is valued less than individual performance. ◾◾
What impedes honoring team performance and accomplishments?
Actively market the project progress and accomplishments in your project ◾◾
environment.
Show to the critical stakeholders the actual value the project is contributing ◾◾
to the greater project organization.

11.7.4 � Challenges to Principle 4: Cultivate Learning
Earlier I mentioned an example of a project manager who obstructed the free flow 
of lessons learned. The results were devastating. It created an environment of dis-
trust. Instead of teamwork, the “team” worked in isolated groups. The project was 
delivered late and quality standards were not met.

Unfortunately, this is not the only possible obstacle you may face in cultivat-
ing learning. Let’s look at some other possible scenarios and see how you can 
overcome them.
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11.7.4.1 � No Time for Learning

Challenge(s):

“I don’t have enough time.” This is one of the most mentioned excuses whenever 
I encourage people to plan for and spend sufficient time to learn, to reflect on the 
past, and to create new ideas.

Likely Sources:

People have busy schedules, run from one meeting to another, and conduct ◾◾
their work in between.
The project schedule may not allow any time buffer for learning.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

There may indeed be times when there is no time to lean back a little and ◾◾
reflect on our past doings, our accomplishments, and our lessons learned in 
our projects. However, there are usually also times that are less hectic and 
that leave room for active learning. Use these quiet times with your team to 
nurture learning.
Set expectations that learning is a key part of your project and that you expect ◾◾
every team member to share lessons learned, contribute to the team knowl-
edge, and help each other.
Combine feedback sessions with other events team members attend or don’t ◾◾
want to escape from, such as lunch or coffee breaks.
Revisit the project schedule and determine whether it is too tight, leaving no ◾◾
time for learning. Not having and taking sufficient time to reflect and adjust 
our actions may haunt us when we have to live with the consequences of 
potential mistakes. The longer it takes you to correct a mistake, the costlier it 
usually is, if you still have the chance to correct it.

11.7.4.2 � No Feedback Culture

Challenge(s):

Team members are not used to openly sharing constructive feedback.◾◾
Feedback is not constructive but focuses on blaming individuals.◾◾

Likely Sources:

Team members do not share feedback becausee they fear it could be used ◾◾
against them.
Team members take any form of constructive feedback as a personal assault. ◾◾
Or people phrase feedback in a personally assaulting way.
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Team members are not receptive to any feedback except praise.◾◾
Team members are afraid of receiving “negative” feedback. Hence, they too ◾◾
do not give feedback to others.
Team members are afraid their feedback is belittled and not taken seriously.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Set the expectation with your team right from the beginning that all feedback ◾◾
counts, regardless of the hierarchical position of the individual.
Conduct one-on-one meetings with each team member in which you solicit ◾◾
and give constructive feedback.
Conduct regular feedback sessions with your team. Bring in a third facilitator ◾◾
or rotate the role of the facilitator on your team.
Instead of “negative” feedback, ask the team members to phrase their obser-◾◾
vations in delta statements, explaining what needs to be done differently.

11.7.4.3 � Mistakes Are Punished

Challenge(s):

It is very difficult to cultivate learning when you operate in a project environment 
that has no tolerance for mistakes or errors and in which the individuals commit-
ting them are punished.

Likely Sources:

No feedback culture.◾◾
Expectation that everything can be planned and executed accordingly to plan.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Explain that mistakes will be made. The key is to admit and fix them quickly ◾◾
and, even more important, to learn from them.
Find out about possible mistakes and impediments in one-on-one meetings ◾◾
with your team members rather than in a bigger group.
Engage the team in risk management activities, from identifying till mitigat-◾◾
ing them. Share and celebrate successful mitigation. Analyze failed mitiga-
tions with your team and derive lessons learned.
Embrace a client-driven iterative approach to project delivery. This gives the ◾◾
customer the chance to share feedback.

11.7.5 � Challenges to Principle 5: Ensure Results
If you are not producing ongoing results, your project is ailing and possibly on the 
best way to failure. In this case there may not be much you can do about it. If you 
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find out only at the end that the results do not meet the initially defined and agreed 
requirements, it is too late. The question is how you can prevent this from happen-
ing. There are a lot of challenges on the way. And there are also blocks that may 
hinder you in fulfilling your leadership responsibility to ensure results. Let’s look at 
some of them and see how you can overcome them.

11.7.5.1 � No Interim Results Possible

Challenge(s):

There may be projects for which it is not possible to deliver interim results.

Likely Sources:

Option 1: The project contract prescribes the delivery of the final product. The time ◾◾
and scope are fixed, with no room for discussion or possible modifications.
Option 2: The project vision and objectives are in total flux.◾◾

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Option 1: Plan for and conduct regular internal and external project reviews ◾◾
to find out if your project is still on track. Present findings to your extended 
project team and client.
Option 2:◾◾

Conduct a vision definition workshop with the client.−−
Develop a prototype to clarify vision and objectives.−−

11.7.5.2 � Lack of Commitment for Ongoing Results

Challenge(s):

Lack of commitment for ongoing results can come from within your team or from 
the client. In the first case, parts of the team are unwilling to deliver results during 
the project and instead focus on the final delivery. In the second case, the client 
does not want to spend time reviewing interim results.

Likely Sources:

Option 1: Lack of team-internal commitment:◾◾
Insecurity and nontransparency about own progress.−−
Fear of having to reveal shortcomings.−−

Option 2: Lack of client commitment:◾◾
Lack of interest in project.−−
The client doesn’t see necessity or value of interim results because the final −−
product is stable and predictable.
Fear of having to modify requirements.−−
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Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

In both cases, explain the necessity and value of ongoing interim results to the team 
and to the client.

Option 1: Lack of team-internal commitment:◾◾
Set expectation of results-driven project activities.−−
Create an open feedback culture. Encourage mistakes for the purpose of −−
individual and team learning.
Let the team decide what can be done in each iteration.−−

Option 2: Lack of client commitment:◾◾
Develop and demonstrate a prototype to show the value of ongoing results.−−
Ensure ongoing results internally; assign a team member to act as a proxy −−
representative of the client.
Conduct regular internal project reviews; share findings with the project team.−−

11.7.5.3 � Poor Quality

Challenge(s):

It is fatal for your project if you do not find out until the project is over that the final 
product or service does not have the required quality. It is equally worrying when 
quality assurance is neglected during the project.

Likely Sources:

No commonly agreed upon quality requirements.◾◾
Quality not tested until the end of the project.◾◾
Quality requirements compromised for speed of delivery; there is no time for ◾◾
ongoing quality assurance activities.

Possible Solutions/Mitigations:

Define quality requirements from the beginning of your project. Translate ◾◾
them into individual project requirements from the end-customer perspective.
Plan for and conduct regular internal and external project reviews. Share and ◾◾
act on findings with your team and the client.
Plan for and deliver interim results in regular iterations: Deliver most impor-◾◾
tant requirements first to the client, and let other requirements follow in sub-
sequent iterations.

11.8 �S ummary
Table 11.1 provides an overview of the proposed exercises and how they relate to the 
five principles of the project leadership pyramid.
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At the bottom of the column of the five project leadership pyramid principles, I 
list the key activities as they relate to the respective leadership principle. Namely:

Principle 1. Build vision: Regular interim results to check if project is moving ◾◾
in the right direction.
Principle 2. Nurture collaboration: Open communication flow.◾◾
Principle 3. Promote performance: Team empowerment.◾◾
Principle 4. Cultivate learning: Project reviews.◾◾
Principle 5. Ensure results: Regular interim results.◾◾
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12Chapter 

Projects in Trouble

Leaders are made, not born. Leadership is forged in times of crisis. It’s 
easy to sit there with your feet up on the desk and talk theory. Or send 
someone else’s kids off to war when you’ve never seen a battlefield your-
self. It’s another thing to lead when your world comes tumbling down.

Lee Iacocca (1924–),
American businessman

12.1 �E xpect the Unexpected
There cannot be any doubt: Nobody wants to be in a project that is in trouble and may 
even be doomed to fail. And yet, oftentimes there is not much you can do to avoid it. 
The project leadership pyramid and its principles serve as an excellent guideline for 
project success. Alas, they are no guarantees. So many things can go wrong along 
the way. You as project leader cannot control everything. If there is one thing that is 
certain it is that there is a great amount of uncertainty in virtually every project.

Let’s face it. You may be better off expecting the unexpected. What counts is 
that you realize early enough that your project is in trouble or that there are dark 
clouds on the horizon. The earlier you recognize it, the better the chances that you 
can get your project back on track. I am assuming that this is what you want.

And, there is good news. Just as the project leadership pyramid helped you set 
up and execute your project, you can apply the same principles to realign your proj-
ect or rescue another project. Let’s look at how to proceed.

First, as project leader you need to know where your project stands. In the last 
chapter we talked about the significance and value of status meetings. They come in 
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different forms: informal stand-ups, regular team meetings, lessons learned work-
shops, and project reviews, be they internal or external. The project pyramid assess-
ment guidelines outlined in the previous chapter can help you determine fairly 
clearly where your project stands at the moment and in which direction it is going. 
This is the first step to get your project back on track. The real problem would be 
if you as project leader did not conduct regular reviews. Note that it may not even 
be necessary to conduct formal status meetings. The minimum you must do is go 
through the questionnaire by yourself. Again, you as project leader have to know 
where your project stands.

If the outcome of this analysis is that your project is indeed no longer aligned 
with its vision, collaboration rules, performance principles/values, learning culture, 
and quality standards, there is no reason to despair. You cannot control every factor 
responsible for project success. Trouble at one point may be inevitable due to inter-
nal or external influences. However, this is no excuse for inaction. The previous 
chapters listed a number of challenges to the project leadership pyramid principles 
during project execution. Table 12.1 presents some of these internal and external 
influences. The section in the chapter where each topic was discussed is provided 
in parentheses.

No matter how great the challenge, as project leader there is always something 
you can do. Every challenge also poses an opportunity to excel — for you as the 
project leader, for individual team members, or for the team as a whole. And not 
every challenge causes the entire project to be in trouble.

Let’s define what we mean by dealing with a project in trouble. There are at least 
two scenarios. First, your project is no longer aligned to one or more principles of 
the project leadership pyramid. The good news is that the assessment showed there 
is a good chance that it can be realigned and brought back on track. The second 
scenario is not as positive. Your project is beyond repair. There is not much that you 
or anybody else can do to get the project back on track. The project is doomed to 
fail. As we will see later in this chapter, such projects are not always automatically 
terminated.

A project in trouble is not necessarily a bad thing though. At least there is no 
automatism. Take for example a project where the team atmosphere is poisoned. 
After an initial good start, the team has split into various factions. There is no 
teamwork. Instead, antagonism and distrust are widespread, isolated and insular 
work practices dominate, and deliverables are late and/or of poor quality. This is 
truly a horror scenario. But it could also be simply a sign that your team is in its 
storming phase. If you have not conducted a team norming yet, do not wait any 
longer. Now is the time to do so. If you have already done so, review the results of 
the team norming and adjust them to master the present situation. A team norm-
ing, or the evaluation and adjustment of the initial one, can help align the team, 
get it back on track and help develop a performing team. Although the crisis was 
highly stressful, mastering it together as a team brought all team members closer 
together. The team now forms a unit and performs on a high level. Team synergy 
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effects take place, performance levels are at a peak, information sharing is daily 
business, and the quality of the regular deliverables has improved significantly and 
meets all requirements.

In this example, the troubled project was actually turned around into a per-
forming project. Without the obvious team crisis the necessary alignment activities 
may have never been conducted. The project could have failed.

The key to this turnaround was a thorough assessment of the present situation. 
It is absolutely crucial that you know where your project and your team stand and 
in which direction you are moving. Furthermore, you need to be able to decide if 
you can solve the situation by yourself or if you need help from the outside. If you 
think you can do it by yourself or with the help of your team, project realignment 

Table 12.1  Internal and External Influences on Project Success

Internal Influences
Project Leadership 
Pyramid Principles External Influences

- Superficial, not-thought-
through vision (11.7.1.3) 

Vision - No leverage or control to 
build vision (11.7.1.1)

- Project environment not 
open to new ideas (11.7.1.2)

- Virtual teams vs. 
co-location (11.7.2.2)

- Project environment not 
open to active collaboration 
(11.7.2.3 )

Collaboration - Line organization too 
strong (11.7.2.1)

- Project environment not 
open to active collaboration 
(11.7.2.3)

- Lack of skills (11.7.3.1)

- Nonperforming team 
member (11.7.3.2)

- Team absence (7.3.3)

Performance - Performing team members 
leave team

- Computer fail-out

- No time for learning 
(11.7.4.1)

Learning - No feedback culture 
(11.7.4.2)

- Mistakes are punished 
(11.7.4.3)

- No interim results possible 
(11.7.5.1)

- Lack of (team or individual) 
commitment for ongoing 
results (11.7.5.2)

- Poor quality (11.7.5.3)

Results - No interim results possible 
(11.7.5.1)

- Lack of (stakeholder) 
commitment for ongoing 
results (11.7.5.2)
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measures are in order. If, on the other hand, you cannot do it by yourself and some-
body else comes in to help, project rescue missions are necessary.

Let’s turn to the first scenario, where project realignment is a viable approach. 
We look at two examples. In the first example in Section 12.2 the project is behind 
schedule and over budget. You gather the stakeholders and align the project objec-
tives and stakeholders’ expectations. The second example in Section 12.3 outlines 
how you can involve your team in realigning your project.

12.2 �R ealigning Project Objectives and 
Stakeholders’ Expectations in a Project 
behind Schedule and over Budget1

Let me tell you a story about a project that had a good start but slipped into trouble 
soon thereafter. The CEO of the company and every department head agreed that it 
was time to replace the proprietary call center and promotion management applica-
tions with a new customer relationship management (CRM) system. The project was 
estimated to run for 9 months. The motivation of everyone involved was high and 
everyone was certain that this project would be a success. After all, it was not the first 
project of this size and complexity that the company had managed successfully.

Two months later, initial enthusiasm has given way to cruel reality. During the 
first 2 months, the key requirements of the marketing department have been cap-
tured and documented. However, the call center and the billing departments have 
not concluded documenting their requirements due to different opinions about the 
scope and level of project involvement of their subject matter experts. Consequently, 
the project is behind schedule and not within budget.

The sponsor is not willing to accept this situation any longer and has decided to 
replace the part-time project manager with an external, full-time, and more expe-
rienced project manager who will report directly to her. She is asking you to take 
over. Your mission: Do whatever is necessary to get the project back on track and 
finish it on time and within budget.

You start by interviewing the department chairs about the situation. Quickly you 
learn that expectations about the project vary significantly. There is anything but 
a common understanding of the project objective. You decide to invite all depart-
ment chairs (i.e., marketing, customer care, call center, accounting/billing, IT), the 
sponsor, and business and technical track leaders of the project team to a mutual 
workshop. The workshop is scheduled to run for 3 hours. The question is, can this 
workshop become the foundation of success and, if so, how?

1	 This section is largely based on a paper I presented at the PMI Global Congress North America 
in Denver, Colorado (Juli, 2008).
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12.2.1 � Workshop Set-Up
The morning of the workshop, you introduce the objective of the workshop: To 
achieve a mutual understanding of each other’s expectations about the project, 
revisiting the official project objectives statement and aligning it with (a) the pres-
ent situation and (b) the stated expectations of attendants. The expected outcome 
is a refined project objective statement that meets the SMART criteria — specific, 
measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-boxed. This objective statement is mutu-
ally understood and supported.

You divide the workshop into three distinct parts. Following the introduc-
tion, the group of 20 people (two track leads of the project team plus two to 
three representatives each of marketing, customer care, call center, accounting, 
and IT) will be split into five groups of two to three individuals each. They will 
meet in parallel breakout sessions of 30 to 45 minutes to discuss and summarize 
their needs and their expectations of the project and its deliverables. A prepared 
set of questions serves as a guideline for this fact-finding session. Following 
the breakout session, each group will present the documented responses to the 
attendees and answer any questions about the presented results. During the 
second part of the workshop, participants will prioritize the presented results 
of the group sessions based on the SMART and other predefined prioritization 
criteria. The aim is to qualify the existing project objective so that it is bet-
ter aligned with stakeholders’ expectations and meets previously set criteria. A 
review of remaining open questions and an outlook of the next steps will con-
clude the workshop.

Everyone agrees with the agenda of the workshop. The groups split up into 
breakout groups and start work.

12.2.2 � Breakouts
Each breakout group is made up of representatives of the various departments 
involved in the project. They all have decision-making authority. This is important, 
because otherwise the workshop results may have to go through yet another round 
of management approval, which could prove time consuming and detrimental to 
the achieved consensus of the workshop, calling into question the overall purpose 
of the workshop in the first place.

At the beginning of the breakout session, you give each group a set of questions. 
The goal is to guide the group discussion toward tangible results that they will share 
later with the other groups.

The questions address the group’s present understanding and evaluation of 
the project, their expectations, and their definition of the project objective. In our 
example, you hand out the following questions and ask them to write each answer 
on a separate moderation card:
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	 1.	Purpose: Why do you and your organization need a new CRM system? List 
the most important reasons.

	 2.	Value: On a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 being highest), what level of priority does 
a new CRM system have for you and your organization?

	 3.	Other projects: What other project(s) is (are) more important to you and why? 
(Please list up to three other projects.) On a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 being high-
est), what level of priority does each have?

	 4.	Impact of delay: What impact would it have on you and your organization if 
the project were delayed and/or does not meet your expectations (e.g., limited 
scope)? How do you measure (i.e., quantify) this impact? List the three most 
important impacts and quantify them.

	 5.	Fallback plan: Do you have a fallback plan/solution in place? How much 
would it cost? Limit your response to three options and quantify them.

	 6.	SMART project objective(s): Based on your answers to the previous ques-
tions, phrase the project objective(s), making sure that it is (a) specific, 
(b) measurable, (c) achievable, (d) relevant, and (e) time-boxed.

	 7.	Critical success factors: What are the top three most important factors that 
have to be met for the project to be successful?

Following the 30- to 45-minute breakout session, each group presents its 
responses to the whole group. Each response card is pinned onto a whiteboard or 
wall under headings for the various categories (e.g., purpose, value, other projects). 
Limit each group’s presentation time, including Q&A, to 10 minutes. A short break 
of 15 minutes gives everyone a chance to read the various responses once more. This 
concludes the first part of the workshop.

12.2.3 � Prioritization
After the short break, the whole group meets to prioritize the collected input. To 
meet this purpose, every attendant has three votes for each category. The votes 
can be split evenly or allocated to one or more entries in each category. Although 
every category is important, you ask the attendants to cast their votes first for the 
categories’ purpose, other projects, and impact of delay. You explain that following 
this prioritization exercise the whole group will discuss the top two entries in each 
category that receive the most votes. The objective is to agree on a single entry and 
phrase that everyone or at least the majority can support. You facilitate this discus-
sion. In case of a tie, the sponsor will have the last word.

To a certain extent, this voting exercise can be tricky. It can be argued that one 
department should have more votes than another. On the other hand, giving each 
department the same number of votes yields a more realistic picture of the overall 
perspective of all stakeholders involved. Accounting for all involved is a critical suc-
cess factor in defining a foundation of mutual agreement and support. After all, you 
need to get the project back on track.
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Based on the result of the first voting exercise, the group now casts their 
votes on the collected SMART project objectives. In case submitted objective 
statements  do not meet the SMART criteria, you help qualify and rephrase 
the statements until they do. As in the first voting round, the two statements 
with the most votes are discussed with the whole group. The goal is to come up 
with a definition of SMART project objectives that enjoys the support of all 
attendants. Once more, in the event of a tie or deadlock, the sponsor casts the 
final vote.

Keeping the results of the first and second voting rounds in mind, the group 
casts their votes on the critical success factors. This time, the top three factors that 
receive the most votes are discussed in the group. They will be accounted for in 
future requirements gathering and evaluation, project planning, executing, moni-
toring, and closing of the project. As an alternative to the breakout session, you can 
elaborate on the question about critical success factors in the whole group following 
the first two voting rounds.

Last but not least, you summarize the prioritized project objectives and 
stakeholders’ expectations. Any open issues and/or action items are captured, 
owners assigned, and solution dates agreed. The next concrete steps depend to a 
great extent on the actual outcomes of the prioritization exercise. For example, 
you may want to revisit the functional and nonfunctional requirements of the 
CRM solution, review the project governance structure, and adjust the project 
plan to meet the qualified and realigned project objectives and stakeholders’ 
expectations.

12.2.4 � Workshop Benefits
The workshop serves as a starting point to get the project back on track. It yields 
a common definition and understanding of the project objectives. This builds a 
foundation for all consecutive project work. It also serves as a prioritization guide-
line for any remaining requirements gathering and evaluation as well as for project 
planning, executing, monitoring, and closing activities.

At the same time, the workshop brings the key stakeholders together. It thus 
serves as a simple and effective team-building exercise. It constructs a learning envi-
ronment that promotes a better understanding of the expectations of the other 
departments and individuals without constraints and assumptions.

Do not jump to the conclusion that the workshop itself and its outcomes are 
sufficient to realign the project objectives and stakeholders’ expectations. They 
are a starting point. They help build a solid foundation to get the project back 
on track. The list of open issues and action items collected during the workshop 
indicate that the workshop is a mere starting point, albeit a good one. It is now up 
to you to lead the project team and everyone else involved to a successful finish. 
The project leadership pyramid principles provide you with an excellent orienta-
tion to do so.
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12.2.5 � Practical Tips
Having conducted similar workshops for numerous projects myself, I can testify 
that such workshops are critical in realigning project objectives and stakeholders’ 
expectations. Every project is different and unique. Although the project scenario 
and workshop described in the previous section may not be applied to others in a 
one-to-one fashion, the general idea certainly is applicable.

Experience shows that the minimum duration for this kind of workshop is 
between 2 and 3 hours. Depending on the complexity of the project and number of 
stakeholders involved, you may want to plan on more time. Next, limit the number 
of attendees to 20. This will ensure you enough leeway for an effective and results-
driven facilitation while staying within the time limit. Invite all key stakeholders to 
attend. It is crucial that all attendees be decision-making authorities. In addition, 
I recommend that you interview the stakeholders prior to the workshop. Although 
this is not absolutely necessary, it will help you build personal rapport and trust 
with them.

Last but not least, every workshop has its own dynamics. To a certain extent 
you can control these dynamics: come prepared and ask your team for help and 
support. This last thought takes us to the next section. Namely, how else can you 
involve your own project team to realign your project?

12.3 �R ealignment with Team Involvement2

Being faced with your own project gone astray is probably one of the most difficult 
challenges you can come up against as a project leader. You cannot handle such 
a situation alone. Where do you start? Who should drive the effort and who else 
should be involved?

I analyzed a number of prominent approaches to project recovery (Aiyer 
et al., 2005; Bailey, 2000; Block, 1998; Ludwig, 2008; Ward, 2007). Most of the 
approaches to project realignment have the following steps in common:

Admit there is a problem.◾◾
Analyze the problem.◾◾
Develop a recovery plan and execute it.◾◾
Ensure sustainable and long-lasting results.◾◾

The approaches differ in their responses to the question, Who drives the realign-
ment effort? In most cases it is either the project manager alone (a top-down 
approach) or an external person or team conducting the recovery.

2	 This section is largely based on a paper I presented at the PMI Global Congress North America 
in Orlando, Florida (Juli, 2009a).

K11559.indb   158 7/23/10   10:21:43 AM



Projects in Trouble  ◾  159

In July of 2009 I conducted a survey on project realignment (Juli, 2009b). 
Although the survey was from a scientific point of view not representative, it still 
revealed some common threads about the importance of involving your team in 
realigning your project. One of the questions I asked was what the most effec-
tive approaches to realigning a project were. The results speak for themselves 
(Figure 12.1).

Greater than 93% of those surveyed explained that there is no such thing as 
the ultimate approach. It more or less depends on the current situation, your team 
members, executive management, and your customers. In second and third place 
were responses that actively call for team involvement: 78% believed that you 
have  to involve your own team, whereas 70% called for a bottom-up approach, 
in which the project team first assesses the situation and then communicates the 
results to higher management levels. Interestingly, less than a third of the respon-
dents thought that rigorous application of project management methodologies was 
the most effective approach to realign a project.

What we can conclude from the survey results is that it definitely makes sense 
to involve your team in project realignment.

In the next question of the survey, I asked how the respondents involved their 
own team in realigning a project. Figure 12.2 summarizes the responses. Eighty-six 
percent chose the answer “problem assessment.” This was in sync with the other 
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Figure 12.1 M ost effective approaches to realigning a project.
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approaches I reviewed (Aiyer et al., 2005; Bailey, 2000; Block, 1998; Ludwig, 
2008; Ward, 2007), except that in this case the whole team is involved rather than 
only one person.

This is not necessarily contrary to other prominent recovery approaches that 
stress the importance of regaining control. One of the most important foundations 
of control that you have as a project leader is your own team. You are surely not 
the only person on the project who is performing, save for a single-person proj-
ect. The team as a whole realizes the problem. As the project leader you lead and 
manage the project. At the same time, you are a member of the team. Corollary, if 
you do not have a functioning team, you are acting without a solid foundation of 
control. Team building helps establish this foundation of control.

In the case of a project in trouble, you can try to realign it and gain control by 
yourself. Still, it will be easier and more effective to involve your team right from 
the beginning rather than at the end. Good leadership, team building, teamwork, 
project control, and hence project realignment go hand in hand. The Guide to the 
Project Management Body of Knowledge states, “Team building is the process of 
helping a group of individuals, bound by a common sense of purpose, to work inde-
pendently with each other, the leader, external stakeholders, and the organization. 
The result of good leadership and good team building is teamwork. … Outcomes 
of team building include mutual trust, high quality of information exchange, bet-
ter decision making, and effective project control” (Project Management Institute, 
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Figure 12.2 A pproaches taken when realigning a project.
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2008, p. 418). There is no doubt that for a project in trouble you do need to regain 
control over the project. But you cannot do it by yourself or solely from the top 
down. If you want to succeed you need to involve your team in the process. This is 
why it takes a team to realign a project.

12.3.1 � Workshop Set-Up
There are numerous ways to involve your team in realigning your project. A simple 
yet very effective start is to conduct a project realignment workshop with your 
team. Plan at least 2 hours for this workshop. Depending on the complexity of the 
project, I recommend 3 to 4 hours, possibly even longer. It is best if you can find 
a neutral facilitator to lead the workshop. This allows you as the project leader to 
actively participate. After all, you are a member of the team.

Whether you limit the circle of participants to the core project team or extended 
team, including some stakeholders, depends on the situation. The number of partic-
ipants should not exceed 20 people altogether. If your team is bigger, you may want 
to consider exercises for subgroups of five to eight people and then have the sub-
groups present their results to the whole group. For illustration purposes, I assume 
a project team size of 10 to 12 individuals.

The project realignment workshop is split into three parts: first, you revisit the 
past; second, you assess the present; and third, you build the foundation of  the 
future. The purpose of the first part is to gain a common understanding of where you 
and your team have come from. The results of this first part are a list of categorized 
and prioritized lessons learned. The purpose of the second part is the need to admit 
that there is a problem and we as a team are capable of resolving it. The outcomes 
of this part are a problem and solution statement and a project recovery objectives 
statement. Finally, in the third part of the workshop, we build a common ground 
and direction on how to move forward to succeed. The results of the third part are 
refined roles and responsibilities and a list of activities that secure mutual under-
standing of the project objectives and project recovery objectives statements. This 
will also boost team collaboration, performance, learning, and project results. Let’s 
take a closer look at each of these parts.

12.3.2 � Workshop Step 1: Revisiting the Past
In this part of the workshop you and your team review what has happened in the 
past. The outline is identical to the internal project review presented in Chapter 11. 
Team members are given five to ten cards each, on which they will write their 
answers to the questions:

	 1.	What has gone well thus far? Why?
	 2.	What has not gone well? Why?
	 3.	What can we do better and how?
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Each person may write one answer per card. This means, if each person has five 
cards, each can give five answers, regardless if it is a response to the first, second, 
or third question.

To sort the answers, ask each team member to mark his or her response card in 
the top right corner with the initial of the following categories (V, C, P, L, or R):

V: Vision/project objective(s).  Sample guiding question: Does everyone have ◾◾
the same understanding of the project objectives and live by them?
C: Collaboration (in team, with management or sponsor, with customer, ◾◾
etc.). Sample guiding questions: How do you rate our teamwork, commu-
nication with stakeholders, and customers, etc.? Are we abiding by our own 
team rules? Do our team rules meet the requirements of our project? If not, 
what do we have to adjust?
P: Performance of individuals and/or team. Sample guiding question: How ◾◾
do you evaluate our team performance?
L: Learning or feedback culture within team and project environment. ◾◾
Sample guiding question: How much do we value open and constructive 
feedback in our team?
R: Results/solution quality. Sample guiding question: How do you rate our ◾◾
quality of work?

Once everyone has recorded his or her feedback, the workshop facilitator col-
lects the cards and presents them to the whole group, reading each one aloud and 
then pinning it onto a whiteboard or wall. The whiteboard may look like the exam-
ple in Figure 12.3.

Vision

... ... ... ...

... ... ... ...

... ... ... ...

... ... ... ...

... ... ... ...

... ... ... ...

Collabor-
ation

Learning ResultsPerfor-
mance

Figure 12.3  Whiteboard example.

K11559.indb   162 7/23/10   10:21:45 AM



Projects in Trouble  ◾  163

Alternatively, you can ask each individual to present his or her feedback. Beware 
though that this could be much more time consuming. Not everyone likes to stand 
in front of an audience and present his or her results. This is why making use of a 
facilitator is the logical choice.

Once all cards have been posted, the team prioritizes the input. For this purpose 
each individual has a limited number of votes to cast, say ten votes. Participants can 
choose to place all votes onto a single card or distribute them. They place either a mark 
or a sticker on the cards for each vote cast. Allow 5 to 10 minutes for this exercise.

Once everyone has cast his or her vote the team discusses the response cards 
with the most votes for each question. The facilitator needs to make sure that the 
whole team has the same understanding of the responses and their meanings. 
Things that went well thus far you definitely want to continue. Things that did not 
go well need special attention. They will form the basis for the next exercise, in part 
two of the realignment workshop.

12.3.3 � Workshop Step 2: Assessing the Present
In the second part of the workshop, the team drills down the top issues and risks of 
the project and comes up with a project recovery objectives statement. For the first 
exercise you may want to split your team into groups of two or three people. Each 
group answers the following questions:

	 1.	What are the top issues or risks identified in part one of the workshop? 
Why?

	 2.	Who is affected by these issues or risks? Why?
	 3.	What are the impacts of the issues or risks? Why?
	 4.	What needs to be done to resolve the situation? Why?
	 5.	What benefits can we expect from the improved situation? Why?
	 6.	What critical success factors need to be met to achieve this? Why?

Responses are recorded on a flip chart. Each group then presents its answers to the 
whole team. Next, the complete team discusses the various responses and agrees on a 
summary statement that describes the issues at stake and outlines the solutions. Limit 
the actual discussion time to 10 to 30 minutes, depending on the project situation.

Once you have achieved this, go back to the small teams you formed for the 
prior exercise and develop a project recovery objectives statement. This is based on 
the commonly agreed upon problem and solution statement in the previous exer-
cise. Once more break into smaller groups and ask each group to build a SMART 
recovery objectives statement. SMART means that the recovery objectives need to 
be specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-boxed.

Following the breakouts, the small teams present their suggestions to the whole 
team. The complete team then discusses the various responses and agrees on a com-
mon wording for the project recovery objectives statement.
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Note that it is absolutely critical that everyone on the team understands and 
buys into this project recovery objectives statement, its scope, and its implications. 
The objectives statement sets the direction of the project and teamwork. You as 
the project leader are the skipper, who ensures that your boat is and stays on the 
right course to its ultimate destination. This destination is described in the project 
vision and objectives statements. This is why you must make sure that the project 
recovery objectives statement is in sync with the overall project vision and objec-
tives statements.

12.3.4 � Workshop Step 3: Building the Future
Having a project recovery objectives statement is extremely helpful. It provides a 
direction to the team with clear deliverables and a timeline. It is a start. For the 
project recovery objectives statement to become alive you have to put it into the 
perspective of your imminent environment; i.e., your own team. For this purpose, 
you revisit the roles and responsibilities of each team member and identify areas 
where each individual can contribute to achieving the recovery objectives. In other 
words, you conduct a team norming with the focus on defining roles and responsi-
bilities and rules of engagement that best fit the project recovery objectives. Unless 
you already have a description of each role on your team, identify each role, its 
responsibilities, and its deliverables and then capture it on a flip chart. Use one flip 
chart per role.

The description should address two aspects: (1) the role in the project in general 
and (2) the role in the recovery mission in particular. Once you have spread the flip 
charts around the meeting room, ask team members to add their expectations of this 
role, writing them onto the respective flip charts. In reverse, ask each team member 
what the person in each respective role can expect from the team to fulfill it. Allow 
15 to 25 minutes for this exercise.

The facilitator presents the final flip charts to the whole team. It checks that 
every single team member understands the responsibilities, deliverables, and expec-
tation of each role. Plus, every team member must buy into the respective role 
description. If there are any discrepancies or different expectations, this is the time 
to discuss these issues and resolve them.

Once you have revisited and refined the individual project roles and respon-
sibilities for the project realignment, list the activities that boost team collabora-
tion, team performance, team learning, and project results. This will ensure the 
whole team lives up to these activities and consequently the project and recovery 
objectives.

For this second exercise the facilitator hands out a limited number of cards and 
asks each team member to write down his or her suggestions. Have team members 
initiali their cards with the categories of their response: as before, V for vision and 
project objectives and the resulting scope, C for collaboration, P for performance, 
L for learning, and R for project results.
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The facilitator collects and presents the cards to the group. Similar to the first 
exercise of part one of the workshop, it is useful to have a prepared flip chart show-
ing the various categories.

Following the presentation of the results, the team prioritizes the input. Use the 
same voting rules as in the first exercise of part one of the workshop. The three cards 
that get the most votes will be discussed and elaborated on by the project team. 
They become the leading mottos of the daily work of the team in the coming weeks 
of the project recovery mission.

12.3.5 � Lessons Learned from Project Realignments
The workshop setup is simple. At the same time, it yields powerful results: The team 
develops a project recovery objectives statement, revisits and refines project roles 
and responsibilities to support project realignment, and collects a list of activities to 
secure living up to the project objectives and project recovery objectives statements. 
It also boosts team collaboration, team learning, and team performance, as well as 
gaining tangible project results. At the same time, the workshop is a strong team-
building exercise. The team jointly reviews the past, assesses the present situation, 
identifies and categorizes problems, and develops resolutions to the most press-
ing issues and risks. This is a joint team effort. It secures team commitment and 
accountability. This is a powerful foundation for project realignment.

Still, do not jump to the conclusion that the realignment workshop auto-
matically guarantees successful rescue missions. It does not. It is a stepping 
stone, although an important one. After a realignment workshop, it is up to you 
as the project leader and your team to execute its team-created recovery plan 
and live up to its guiding principles. The workshop is a start; team performance 
comes next.

A project gone astray usually cannot be realigned overnight. It takes time. Team 
involvement and team building are ongoing activities. You, as the project leader, 
have a special and important responsibility at this stage. The workshop empowers 
the team as a whole as well as each individual team member.

Involving your team is one of the smartest things to do to master such a com-
plex task. It is not sufficient though. Take, for example, project situations where the 
existing project team is part of or even the source of the problem. In this case, it 
may not make a lot of sense to continue work with the present team. Instead, you 
may want to consider replacing the team or individual nonperforming team mem-
bers or choose a top-down approach, where executive management dictates what 
to do and how to recover the project in trouble. Ultimately, however, you have to 
involve your existing or newly formed project team.

Now let me tell you a story of a project where a single nonperforming team 
member threatened the success of the overall project. The project consisted of sev-
eral subprojects. Most of them were running smoothly; i.e., milestones were met 
and deliverables were generally of good quality. Unfortunately, there was one project 
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that continually was running late. The project objectives were clearly defined, but 
there was a work breakdown structure the subproject manager helped create and 
bought into. In short, the set-up looked promising but, in reality looked different. 
Deliverables were incomplete, late, and of poor quality.

Colleagues and consultants helped the subproject manager in his work. Still, 
performance remained dismal. Adding to the complexity, the subproject manager 
became sick for 3 weeks. The designated stand-in attended weekly project meetings 
but explained that he was not able to fill in for the sick project manager because this 
would have meant neglecting his other work. What a stand-in! What good does it 
do to have someone standing in for you in case you become sick if this person can-
not really replace you? The bottom line was that work in this subproject laid still 
for 4 weeks.

Once the subproject manager returned, the project manager and consultants 
met with him to lay out a road map to recover the late subproject. Again, the 
subproject manager actively participated in this exercise, committing to the newly 
planned deliverables and milestones. Did anything change? Unfortunately not.

What went wrong? Colleagues and consultants pointed out to the responsible 
project managers that there were evident signs that the subproject manager was 
simply not up to his task. He had lots of practical experience in his field of exper-
tise, but this was the first time he had been asked to manage a project. The organi-
zational supervisors believed that, given his experience and academic training, he 
had to be qualified to manage and lead a project. Sound familiar? It makes me won-
der what drives this faulty conclusion. Project management can be learned, there is 
no doubt. But it also takes a certain mindset and attitude. Strong project managers 
are solution and results oriented. They have the drive to finish things. They know 
their limits, when to ask for help, when to raise an issue, and how to identify risks. 
In the previous example, this was not the case.

So what could have been done? If all else fails, replace the subproject manager. 
Leadership involves making decisions, even when they are not pleasant. In the case 
of a nonperforming team member who is endangering the success of an entire proj-
ect, the project leader must act. In the situation described above this would have 
meant to “sack” the subproject manager and replace him with someone else or dis-
tribute the workload to other team members capable of managing it. If the project 
leader cannot make this decision because, for example, he or she is not endowed 
with the organizational authority to do so, the issue needs to be escalated to the 
organizational supervisor. If the supervisor does not react either, the issue has to 
be escalated to the project sponsor, who must make the ultimate decision. At that 
point the ownership of the issue and its resulting risks are being transferred to the 
project sponsor.

Not taking any action, downplaying an obvious problem, or not actively miti-
gating a risk is not leadership. It is true that some issues may be resolved by inaction, 
letting the dynamics take care of it. If done so on purpose and for good reasons, 
fine. Principally, I think this is the wrong approach. One of the pillars of effective 
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leadership is ensuring delivery and results. If that requires sacking a nonperforming 
team member, so be it.

You may have noticed that the project realignment workshops with the stake-
holders and your team are made up of exercises discussed in Chapter 10. This is 
no coincidence. The best way to align your project for success is to set it up right 
from the beginning. In my own survey (Juli, 2009b), I asked what lessons learned 
from project rescue missions can be applied to setting up and managing a project. 
The vast majority (88.9%) of the survey respondents answered that it is to plan 
and conduct a vision/project objective definition workshop with your own team. 
Having the same understanding of the project objectives and the general direction 
of your project and its environment (i.e., the vision of your project) is a critical fac-
tor to project success. Second, having a list of short-term (e.g., weekly or biweekly) 
deliverables and measurable results ensures that the project stays on track. Third, 
setting up quality standards for each project phase, such as entry and exit criteria, 
is another critical success factor.

It is up to you as the project leader to practice true leadership and follow this 
advice. Do not try to accomplish the challenge of aligning or realigning your proj-
ect by yourself. Build, involve, and empower a team right from the beginning. It 
is an investment that serves as your insurance for project success. And it can yield 
great payoffs. It takes a team to align and realign a project. And it takes effective 
project leadership to empower the team to do so. It is up to you to be or become 
this leader.

12.4 �E xternal Project Rescue
There may be situations in which you as the project leader have reached the end of 
your possibilities. You realize that you and your team cannot realign your project 
by yourselves. You need help from the outside. Or you may be asked to help rescue 
another project. In either case, the approach is the same and very similar to the 
realignment efforts.

Every project rescue mission starts with a thorough assessment of the present 
project situation. Assessment approaches differ. Not too surprisingly, however, I 
recommend that the rescuer or the rescue team uses the same project pyramid 
assessment guidelines as a starting point. The assessment results will tell the rescue 
team whether the project can be realigned with the help of part of or the whole 
existing team, or whether an external team should take over the rescue mission 
altogether. It is not possible to say which option is better. There is no automatism.

In cases where the existing project team was part of or the main reason for caus-
ing the project to run off track, it may indeed be better to bring in a new rescue 
team. If this is not the case, it may make sense to involve the existing team in one 
way or another because it knows, or at least it should know, the project situation 
best. It is up to the rescue leader to make this decision.
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The actions the rescue team takes to realign the project depend on the specific 
project situation. Whereas the project pyramid assessment guidelines follow a strict 
order, starting with looking at the vision and working down to analyzing results, 
the best rescue strategy may be to address results first, then collaboration, followed 
by performance, the learning culture, and last refining the project vision. What 
counts is that the rescue mission establishes all five principles. The exercises for this 
effort are similar to the ones used in the project initiation and execution phases. 
This is no coincidence. Rescuing or realigning a project puts it back onto a solid 
foundation. This foundation is based on the five leadership principles. Ideally, every 
project is set up and executed this way. If not, you need to go back a step or two and 
do your homework before you proceed. Otherwise, there is a much greater chance 
for project failure.

By this token, the objectives of external project rescue missions are the same as 
in the project realignment efforts described above: to get the project back on track 
and to align it with all the principles of the project leadership pyramid. The short-
run solution may be to get the project back on track and turn it back over to the 
existing project team. However, rescue missions must not fall short of realigning 
the project with the five leadership principles for project success. If they do, chances 
are that the project will fall off track again within a short time. The objectives of 
both rescue and realignment efforts are to secure that the project leadership pyra-
mid principles are followed and thus help secure project success.

12.5 � Canceling a Project
We still have to talk about the situation where a project cannot be saved. There 
are a number of things that can happen. The first possibility is that the project 
continues its path to failure. Not possible? Yes, it is. Actually, one can find quite a 
few project failures where it was clear early on that they were doomed to fail and 
still nothing or little was done to save them. Take, for example, the attempt by the 
first Clinton administration to reform the U.S. healthcare system. Opposition in 
Congress was too strong to win its support. The well-meant initiative ended in 
a political fiasco for the Clinton administration. Another example is when the 
project sponsor decides to continue a project in spite of the fact that it is clear it 
would not reach its objectives and fail. The reason for this decision may be social, 
because the sponsor does not want to dismiss the people working on this project 
and become unemployed. This, too, can be the right choice. In yet another exam-
ple, the objective of a project is to build a new product. The project team solely 
focuses on the technical solution, leaving issues of selling the product totally out 
of the equation. On the other hand, the marketing and sales teams are not even 
aware of the new product development project. The project team fails to recog-
nize that the marketing and sales teams have recently changed their going-to- 
market strategy. At the end of the day, the project team delivers the final product 
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on time and within budget. Unfortunately, it does not add any value because no 
one is ready for it. The project failed.

The second possibility is that the project is indeed canceled. In other words, the 
team is disseminated and all project actions come to a close, although not the origi-
nally intended close. This is not necessarily a bad choice. If your project assessment 
shows that the project is beyond repair, for whatever reason, why would you want 
to continue spending time and resources and waste your team’s time and effort for a 
futile effort? In this case, canceling the project may be the best choice and definitely 
better than project failure.

It could actually be your responsibility to call this shot and either cancel the 
project by yourself if you can or request that the project sponsor terminate it. 
Having to make a decision whether to terminate the project or continue it until 
it fails is a difficult one. No doubt, this is a difficult calling and certainly not a 
situation we strive for. We probably all want to avoid such a situation. Sometimes, 
however, we cannot. Then it is important to weigh all factors and make the right 
decision. If you or somebody else decides to cancel the project, do not just stop 
all project actions at once. Canceling a project due to insurmountable difficulties 
closes the project. As such, it calls for a clean project closure, which is described 
in the next chapter.

12.6 � Working on a Troubled Project — 
Without Being in Control

Real integrity is doing the right thing, knowing that nobody’s going to 
know whether you did it or not.

Oprah Winfrey (1954–),
U.S. actress & television talk show host

The previous sections described situations of troubled projects for which you were 
the acting project manager, the person in charge. Now let’s turn to the question of 
what you can do in a project that is obviously in trouble but you are not the responsible 
project manager. Do the project leadership pyramid principles still hold? Or, asked 
differently, can you still apply the principles and thus help realign the project, and if 
so, how?

Some time ago I was faced with exactly this situation. I was working on a 
6-month project, the goal of which was to develop and introduce a new, legally 
mandatory technical product. The client’s industry was traditional in nature, 
with little if any project culture and even less experience in software integra-
tion projects, which happened to be the present project. I was not the project 
manager but the quality manager. In this role I was responsible for setting up 
policies and processes that helped secure quality requirements to be met. It was 
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not the first time that I filled such a role. The scope and complexity of the 
project appeared manageable and the role not overly challenging. Soon after I 
started my new role, I was proven wrong. It appeared that the project manager 
violated all principles of the project leadership pyramid. Six months later the 
project was still not finished. The final delivery date was postponed three times. 
Eventually, the 6-month project was 6 months overdue. The new product was 
delivered. From this perspective the project was a success. However, not all prod-
uct requirements were realized. Furthermore, the path to the final delivery date 
was anything but smooth.

The project had a bad start. The sponsors, the steering committee, and the proj-
ect manager talked about a product vision and there even seemed to be a consensus 
about the overall direction. Not so, however, regarding the understanding of the 
strategy for how to get to the vision. For a fairly long time the various stakeholders 
discussed the scope of the project. But, the first delivery date was set without having 
achieved a common understanding of the scope. Hence, it was not really surpris-
ing that the first project objectives statement was rather vague. This was done “for 
political reasons,” I was told.

As time went by it became clear that the first delivery date was no longer viable. 
It was postponed another 2 months. Again, there was no real consensus of the scope 
of the first release of the new product. Six weeks later it was déjà vu. The project 
manager told the steering committee that the delivery date had to be moved once 
more. This time he was more careful about the scope and the delivery date. It was 
agreed to specify the scope within the first 2 months of this new extension. Once 
this was achieved everyone agreed to move the deadline a last time. The project, 
which was originally scheduled to run for 6 months, became a 12-month project 
with limited scope. Wow, what a feat!

The project team consisted of technical and functional experts from the 
line organization of the company. Most of them continued to work in their 
normal line role. Only a few team members could focus 100% of their time on 
the project. Interestingly, the project manager was not among those few lucky 
ones. The project team met on a weekly basis to discuss the status of the vari-
ous subprojects. Later in the project, daily stand-up meetings were organized. 
Unfortunately, attendance was sporadic at best, reflecting the dismal quality 
of collaboration on this project. Information sharing was held to a minimum. 
Known problems or risks were not proactively shared with the whole team. 
Team members hesitated to take on ownership of known problems and rather 
delegated tasks to others without telling them or following up. The team was 
not a team but a group of individuals having to work together. They were 
experts in their field; that is, some of them were. Early on in the project it 
became obvious that one team member was overwhelmed by the tasks assigned 
to him. The project manager knew about it. He discussed the issue with the 
affected person, his line managers, and the project sponsor. No solution was 
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found and the team member stayed. It turned out to be a major problem. The 
mentioned team member was responsible for planning, developing, and run-
ning a prototype that was crucial for the development of the complete product. 
The quality of the prototype turned out to be so bad that it proved of no value 
to the project. It caused the delay of the first two deadlines, yet said individual 
stayed on board.

The rest of the team was aware of this problem and expressed concern in a les-
sons learned workshop early on during the project. Team members also complained 
about the unclear scope of the project and missing information. We shared the 
minutes of this workshop with the project manager. The constructive feedback and 
suggestions were obvious. Less obvious was the reaction of the project manager. He 
took the expressed feedback of his own team as a personal assault against him. As a 
consequence, he banned any future lessons learned sessions.

The morale in the team deteriorated. Fortunately, all team members were pro-
fessional enough to continue work and finally helped deliver the final product, 
6 months after the original set date. The project was proclaimed a huge success and 
the project sponsor was happy.

Looking back at this project, I admit that a project that seemed like an easy ride 
in the beginning turned out to be a nightmare. The sad thing was that I was in the 
middle of it. There were quite a few times when I was close to quitting and leaving 
this project. I am glad that I did not. This project turned out to be a valuable lesson. 
Let me tell you why.

One of the first questions that comes to mind is whether I contributed to this 
mess, or if and how I tried to realign the project. The latter is the case. In my role 
as quality manager I set up a number of policies and procedures that were aimed 
to secure and improve the quality of the project and the product to be developed. 
It was not a problem of the quality management plan that addressed all aspects 
of the project. The project manager read and officially approved the quality plan. 
The dilemma was that only a very few followed the advice outlined in this plan. 
Unfortunately, the project manager was not one of them.

When it became clear that the key stakeholders had different opinions of the 
objectives of the project and the new product, I helped the project manager fine-
tune the project objectives. The resulting project objectives statement was better. 
Alas, it did not fully meet the requirements of a good project objectives statement 
insofar as it had to be specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-boxed. I 
pointed this out to the project manager. Unfortunately, he resisted any additional 
fine-tuning, calling it an academic exercise. Granted, this could have been argued. 
The real problem was that there was no common understanding and support of the 
project objectives. This was one of the main reasons for the project being delayed 
and not meeting its original requirements.

The team morale was low throughout the project. Communication was held 
to a minimum. I did not want to participate in this. I created a virtual team room 
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in which I stated all of my past, present, and planned activities and deliverables. 
This file was openly shared with everyone. Soon the project office joined in. We 
agreed to conduct one-on-one meetings with all subproject leads, which gave us a 
chance to talk about their status, issues, and risks. The project office consolidated 
the information and created a report. The communication flow among the team 
members improved, no doubt. However, it was still not the desired proactive com-
munication flow we were after. This became evident when we set up daily stand-
ups toward the end of the project, during the so-called hot phase. The attendance 
at the stand-ups was dismal. Whenever we met it turned out to be valuable. But 
again, information had to be pulled out of individuals. There was no proactive 
information sharing.

As quality manager, I suggested ways out of this dilemma and discussed my 
recommendations with the project manager and the project sponsor on a weekly 
basis. It was not that the responsible parties were not aware of the obvious problems 
and risks. Indeed, the open and direct nature of my reports was acknowledged and 
appreciated. However, the recommendations were either alleged as not being true 
or neglected altogether. This was a truly frustrating experience.

The big question is whether it would have been the right thing to leave this ail-
ing project. The answer is a clear “no.” Working on a troubled project is not a nice 
experience. It can be extremely stressful and causes a lot of frustration. However, 
running away from a project like this is no solution. Rather than complaining 
about obvious dilemmas, the question we need to ask ourselves is what we can do 
to improve the overall situation.

It starts with you. You have to understand your role and how it fits in the 
bigger picture. You need to know where, when, and how you can make a dif-
ference and thus contribute to realigning the project. Assessing the project and 
finding out it is in trouble is one aspect. Another aspect is to analyze your own 
role in this puzzle. If this analysis reveals that you, too, caused some of the 
trouble, you better do something about it. If, on the other hand, there is not 
much for which you can be blamed, ask how else you can help the project. In 
the project example described here, I helped fine-tune the project objectives 
statement, reviewed and corrected the project plan, coached the project office, 
and established a virtual team room and other communication rules. When 
you understand the project leadership pyramid principles, you know what it 
takes to realign and lead a project to success. If you are not the responsible 
project manager for a project in trouble, you can still apply the project leader-
ship principles for your own role. This applies to all five principles. You want 
to know what the objectives of your role are and how they fit in with the other 
roles and activities in the project (principle 1: build vision). The project man-
ager may not nurture collaboration, but this is no excuse for you to remain 
passive. Establish open communication channels with those you are working 
with on a daily basis (principle 2: nurture collaboration). Regarding perfor-
mance, deliver what is expected from you (principle 3: promote performance). 
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If you are missing required input and cannot deliver, talk with the respective 
individuals, finding a solution or workaround. If it still does not get worked 
out, escalate it to the next level in your project. Problems are not bad. They are 
the first step to finding a solution. The problem is when you identify a problem 
or risk and do nothing about it. When working within a team, you must use 
the talents and expertise of the team. The fact that other team members do not 
practice this is no excuse for you to do the same. In a previous chapter we talked 
about the value of lessons learned workshops. Recall that there are several ways 
to share experiences in a group and learn, and thus cultivate learning. Talking 
with your immediate team members, sharing your concerns and recommenda-
tions, shall give you sufficient feedback to proceed. There may not be formal 
lessons learned workshops initiated by the project manager. But there are so 
many other possibilities for you to learn from others and at the same time share 
your own lessons learned. You can create and cultivate a learning environment 
for yourself (principle 4: cultivate learning).

The fifth principle, ensuring results, applies to you and your role too. When 
you are involved in a troubled project and are not the project manager responsible 
for realigning it, you have an extra incentive to ensure your own results, whatever 
they may be. Now, when you find out that it will be difficult and maybe even 
impossible to deliver for reasons you cannot control, you have to talk about it. For 
example, explain it in your status report. It has to be sincere, truthful, and solu-
tion and results oriented. Do not just describe the problem. Suggest a solution and 
explain how you can contribute to it. If necessary, escalate the issues at hand to a 
higher authority.

Holding back the facts and the recommendations for possible solutions is 
definitely the worst thing you can do in a situation like this. If you do, you are 
compromising your own integrity. This is the last resort. You definitely do not 
want to give up, ever. By the same token, if you are asked to withhold informa-
tion or, for example, to slant your status report that points out the issues at hand 
(i.e., if you are asked to compromise your integrity), you have to escalate it. Do 
not do this behind the back of the project manager. Involve him or her; inviting 
him or her to join you when you escalate the issue to the next higher person in 
the hierarchy. If this is not possible, or the escalation does not yield a resolution 
and there is no solution in sight, you may need to consider turning to the very 
last resort: leaving the project. Leadership comes with integrity. If you want to 
practice the project leadership pyramid principles, integrity is the last thing you 
want to give up.

The project described here did not come to this end. From the perspective 
of the project leadership pyramid, the project was a complete failure. The spon-
sor was happy with the result. But, again, the project result is only one factor in 
assessing the success or failure of a project. It is the whole project, the process that 
leads to project results, that matters. This was flawed in virtually every aspect 
imaginable.
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It was tough and at times highly frustrating to work and stay on this project. 
Still, it would have been a mistake to walk away from it. I could still do my job 
as quality manager. This allowed me to help secure quality standards at a mini-
mum and not the level recommended by best practice. Leaving the role of quality 
manager would have added even more risks to the project, something I could not 
account for, especially not as a quality manager. If I had left I would have compro-
mised my own integrity. It would have been a mistake.

In a nutshell, if you are working on a troubled project and you are not in charge 
of realigning the project, find ways to apply the principles of the project leadership 
pyramid in your role. Be a role model and make a difference. Show integrity and 
true leadership.

12.7 �S ummary
Dealing with projects in trouble is probably one of the most difficult challenges 
we face as project leaders. No one likes realizing that their project is not aligned 
and is on a path to failure. It is not possible to plan for all uncertainties and avoid 
all possible trouble. We can, however, soothe it and take the necessary steps that 
reduce the chance of falling off the track. What is important for you as project 
leader is to know what to do when project trouble is imminent. Do not wait till 
the end. Project success is not defined solely by meeting the project requirements 
at the end of the project. The path to the end results matters, too. This is why you 
constantly need to have an eye on the completeness and coherence of the project 
vision, the effectiveness of ongoing collaboration, adequate levels of performance 
and productivity, and the culture of learning in your project. This is in addition to 
securing ongoing results.

When you realize that your project is no longer aligned with one or more of the 
five leadership principles, you have to act. Blaming someone and finding a scape-
goat does not solve the problem. It has nothing to do with effective leadership. The 
questions you have to answer are what you and your team can do to help realign 
the project, what you can learn from it, and how you can help prevent this from 
happening. Identify what causes the problems of your project on the individual 
and group level using the pyramid assessment guidelines. Then take action.

Make no compromises. If you are dealing with an ailing project, follow a clear-cut 
strategy of realigning the project; regardless if you choose a top-down or bottom-up 
approach. This is not the time to make compromises but to act. You, as the proj-
ect or recovery leader, must follow through, lead the pack, and set the direction. 
Personally, I believe it is best to involve the project team in realigning the project. 
However, sometimes the team is the core source of the problem. In this case, follow 
a top-down approach.
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Be aware that compromises almost always yield compromised outcomes and 
result in mediocrity. Make up your mind what you really want to achieve. Then 
follow through. For example, if you want to introduce Agile software development 
into your project as a means to resolve underlying problems, do so, but do not do 
it halfhearted. As noted by Michele Sliger (2008): “While continuing to grow, the 
state of Agile adoption seems to be plucked straight out of an Ayn Rand novel, 
where the acceptance of mediocrity has infected the masses like a plague. Half-
hearted adoptions have led to half-hearted results (as in ‘we suck less’) that in turn 
are leaving these organizations straddling a tipping point from which they more 
often than not slide backwards, rather than making the push over the top to high 
performance and exponential growth in ROI.”

Corollary, if you want to leave the path of mediocrity and enter the way to 
performance and excellence, you have to act. Compromising is not the answer to 
problems. Leadership requires courage and action, not compromises.

The actions you or the rescue team take to realign the project depend on the 
specific project situation. The goal is to realign the project with all five principles 
of the project leadership pyramid. If you are working on a troubled project and 
you are not the responsible project manager, apply the project leadership pyramid 
principles in your own immediate environment. Make a difference in your role 
and thus contribute to stabilizing the troubled project. Project success and project 
realignment start with you.

If, however, along the way it becomes obvious that your project is beyond repair 
and doomed to fail no matter what you do, it is your responsibility as project leader 
to call for termination.

Concluding this chapter, Table  12.2 provides an overview of the proposed 
activities and exercises and how they relate to the five project leadership pyramid 
principles.

At the bottom of each column of the five project leadership pyramid prin-
ciples I list the key activities as they relate to the respective leadership principle. 
Namely:

Principle 1. Build vision: Prepare and conduct project realignment workshops ◾◾
with your stakeholders and your team.
Principle 2. Nurture collaboration: Prepare and conduct project realignment ◾◾
workshops with your stakeholders and your team.
Principle 3. Promote performance: Prepare and conduct a project realign-◾◾
ment workshop with your team.
Principle 4. Cultivate learning: Prepare and conduct project realignment ◾◾
workshops with your stakeholders and your team.
Principle 5. Ensure results: Plan activities and exercises to reestablish the proj-◾◾
ect leadership pyramid principles in your daily project life.
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Closing a Project

The closing years of life are like the end of a masquerade party when the 
masks are dropped.

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860),
German philosopher

13.1 �N ecessary and Sufficient Conditions 
for Project Success and Closure

The delivery of the required results is the culmination of every project. This is so 
by definition. For many if not most people this is what project success is all about. 
When a team wins a championship, say the soccer world cup, who asks about 
the path to the final and how they played? The bottom line and most important 
thing to the team is winning this championship. Years of hard work paid off after 
all. And it is true, if this has been the one and only objective we could call this a 
project success.

Well, we know better. There is more to a project and project success than 
the mere end result. In the case of winning the soccer world cup, everyone is 
happy about the result. But what about the overall project? Was it a success too? 
Was the way the team managed to win this championship all in all success-
ful? Would it work again the next time? How about the overall project vision? 
If the answer is yes to every question, indeed, the project can be considered a 
success.

Previous discussions in this book showed that project success is not merely 
about results. Take the image of the pyramid once more. It is not the base that 
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makes up the pyramid. It is the combination of each stone forming one unit that 
makes the pyramid complete. The same applies to a project. A project is not where 
you can say that the end result justifies the means to get there. This is not what proj-
ect leadership is about. You have to look at the overall picture and then conclude 
whether the project was a success or not. A project is a process, with a beginning 
and an end. If you care only about the end result, you may not even need a project 
in the first place.

This is why I have stated that delivering results that meet the project objectives 
and are in sync with the project vision is a necessary condition for success. It is not 
sufficient though. The sufficient condition for project success is that the remaining 
principles — collaboration, performance, and learning — are lived by and contrib-
ute to the final results. The same conditions apply for closing a project.

13.2 �D elivering Results and Making Sure 
They Arrive at Their Right Destination

Delivering project results is important, of course. Project results must meet the 
project objectives and be in sync with the project vision. This last part, consis-
tency with the project vision, indicates that project success and project closure 
are not limited to merely fulfilling the minimum requirements outlined in a 
scope document. Being in sync with the project vision means that it has to fit 
in with the overall vision set forth at the beginning of the project. For example, 
if the project is about the development of a new product that will be further 
improved in future projects, it would be your responsibility as project leader 
to ensure a smooth transition to the next project. You may not be accountable 
for this transition, but it falls into your area of responsibility for pursuing the 
project vision.

A project is seldom isolated. At the beginning we saw the necessity and the 
value of understanding the project environment, seeing our own project as part of 
a whole organism. In closing a project, we are doing the same again. Throughout 
the project we have to be aware of our changing surroundings. Officially, this may 
not be in the scope of the project. However, if you neglect your own immediate 
surroundings, you may be surprised by changes taking place that can have direct 
or indirect impacts on your project. Keeping the overall project vision in mind 
accounts for this expanded view of your project world.

Corollary, when you communicate the results of the project, you do not limit 
the audience to only the project sponsor, your project team, and a number of key 
stakeholders. The audience varies from project to project. You may also include 
those who are part of the project vision — those who have a stake in the project 
vision and who have influenced it in the past one way or the other, are doing it 
now, or may do so in the near future. This is the audience to whom you want to 
communicate the results. The ways and means to communicate results are project 
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specific. For example, it may be appropriate to share the information regarding 
delivery of the results by writing and publishing articles. It depends on the needs of 
the project. In addition, chances are great that the composition of this group may 
have changed during the life cycle of your project.

13.3 � Conducting and Sharing Sunset Reviews
The information you share is most likely about the project results. Results are 
obvious. You can see or touch them. They are tangible and are most likely 
easy to measure. But how do you find out if you have also met the sufficient 
condition of project success? Simple: You ask your own team. It is the team 
after all that delivered the results. The team knows best how successfully col-
laboration, performance, and learning were practiced. One way to gather this 
feedback is to conduct a sunset review (also known as a postmortem or post-
project review). The set-up is similar to that used for a lessons learned work-
shop. It is best to have a third person facilitating this session, allowing you as 
the project leader the chance to actively participate. The key questions to ask 
your team are as follows:

What worked out well in our project? Why?◾◾
What could we have done better and how? Why?◾◾

Again, ask people to relate their answers to the five leadership principles of 
vision, collaboration, performance, learning, and results. If you want to be more 
specific with these two questions, use the project pyramid assessment guidelines for 
additional and much more detailed questions.

Sunset reviews are a great exercise. Now that the project is over they oftentimes 
bring a lot of dark secrets to life. This is normal. During the guided brainstorming 
session you may be overwhelmed by the amount of feedback received. The ques-
tion is what are the three most important lessons learned that the team as a whole 
and each individual can take away from this project. In other words, have the team 
prioritize the collected lessons learned. Then ask them to share them with others, by 
presenting them to peers, posting them on wikis, writing articles, you name it. The 
key is to share these lessons learned and apply them next time around. If you keep 
a lesson learned to yourself and perhaps even forget, it is useless. The same applies 
to the sunset review.

Sharing lessons learned is critical to becoming an expert and proving leadership. 
By sharing your experience you are exposing your findings to the outside world. 
They may be accepted or challenged. Either way, if you seek feedback from your 
audience you can learn more about the viability of your lessons than by holding 
them to yourself. In this sense, sharing lessons learned serves as a sanity and reality 
check. This is vital if you want to excel in your profession. Phrased differently, you 
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cannot excel in your profession unless you share your knowledge and expertise with 
a wider audience. It is one thing to know a lot, being an expert on a certain topic 
or craft. It is another thing to communicate your knowledge to the outside world. 
When you are able to talk about your expertise and share it with others you open 
the doors to a unique learning opportunity which, as a consequence, strengthens 
your expertise even further.

Setting aside 20% of your time for innovation without asking your team mem-
bers to share their insights leads the whole exercise ad absurdum. It becomes useless. 
The same applies to project closure. Looking at only one factor out of five (namely, 
results) is one dimensional and portrays not even half the truth of successful project 
leadership and leadership principles for project success.

The mandate to share lessons learned is not limited to the core project team. 
Involve the extended team. It is up to you if you want to invite key stakeholders 
to the sunset review of the core project team. Unless there were fluid boundaries 
between the core and extended team, I advise against it. You can involve key stake-
holders by holding a separate sunset review and, of course, by meeting with them 
on a one-on-one basis. This may be your last chance to find out if you managed 
their expectations successfully. It is not that you are trying to please everyone. You 
cannot. You should, however, find out if you met the originally communicated, 
shared, and supported expectations from the vision development workshop, for 
example. What can they tell you about their perceptions of the project and if it was 
a success? If neither a joint workshop nor one-on-one meetings is possible, send 
feedback forms to solicit their feedback. Give yourself the chance to prove that you 
have fulfilled their expectations and added value to them.

Once more, involve the primary stakeholders and make them feel part of the 
team. Stakeholder management does not stop with having identified them. It is an 
ongoing activity and it ends with the official project closure.

13.4 � Celebrating and Giving Out Rewards
There is one last element of the sufficient condition of project closure: Celebrate the 
success with your team. Show your team your appreciation. Give out awards for 
great performance on the team and individual level. Recognize the achievement of 
the team. Remember that it was the team delivering the project. Without your team 
you cannot realize a project.

An easy way to celebrate with your team is to combine the sunset review with a 
closing team event. For example, the sunset review may be conducted in a location 
off-site where you celebrate with your team following the sunset review workshop. 
It is the end of your project journey. You have led a long trip, mastered challenges, 
and managed unexpected surprises. You helped build vision, nurtured collabora-
tion, promoted performance, cultivated learning, and ensured results. Now relax, 
celebrate, and enjoy the moment.
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13.5 �S ummary
Project closure is not solely about the delivery of results. It is also an activity where 
you review the journey to the final stage of delivering project results. You look at 
each step and how it fits together with all the others, building a whole unit and thus 
making project success complete.

At the beginning of the book, I compared a project with a journey to a pyra-
mid that we see in the far distance. We want to explore and understand. To get 
to the bottom of the pyramid we have to understand and live through the other 
stages and steps on the way. You realized the importance of nurturing collabora-
tion, promoting performance, cultivating learning, and eventually ensuring results. 
Conducting a sunset review at the end of your project reveals what worked well 
on the path to the base of the pyramid and what needs to be improved next time 
around. This final analysis comprises all stages of the journey and includes all lead-
ership principles. It is not the isolated stages that led to project success; it is the 
combination of them all. By the same token, you have to understand and live the 
leadership principles as one unit. This is the dynamic project leadership pyramid. 
The pyramid is not solely for you as project leader. It also serves as a guideline for 
your team and everyone else involved. Your task and responsibility as leader is to 
be a role model and empower your team to follow the same principles. It takes a 
team to deliver a project to success, but it starts with you as the project leader and 
it closes with you.

Table 13.1 summarizes the activities and exercises mentioned in this chapter 
and shows how they relate to the five principles of the project leadership pyramid.

Again at the bottom of each column of the project leadership pyramid prin-
ciples, I list the key activities as they relate to the respective leadership principle. 
Namely:

Principle 1. Build vision: Show why and how the project team fulfills the ◾◾
project vision and objectives.
Principle 2. Nurture collaboration: Celebrate project success with your team.◾◾
Principle 3. Promote performance: Reward individual and team performance.◾◾
Principle 4. Cultivate learning: Conduct and share the results of sunset reviews.◾◾
Principle 5. Ensure results: Communicate project results.◾◾
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14Chapter 

Summary

Practice, the master of all things.

Augustus Octavius (63 BC–AD 14),
first emperor of the Roman Empire

14.1 � Key Exercises of the Project Leadership Pyramid
Let’s conclude Part II with a summary of the key activities and exercises proposed 
in the previous chapters. In Table 14.1, at the bottom of each column of the five 
project leadership pyramid principles, I list the key activities as they relate to the 
respective leadership principle. Let’s look at them one by one.

14.1.1 � Key Exercise of Principle 1 (Building 
Vision): Vision-Building Workshops

The key exercise of the first principle of the project leadership pyramid is the 
vision-building workshop described in Chapter 10. The workshop provides an 
excellent opportunity for you to bring in all key stakeholders and build a common 
understanding of the vision of the project. Begin by developing the project motiva-
tion statement, which describes the purpose of the project. It answers the question 
of why you want to start your project in the first place. From the project motiva-
tion statement you work out the project vision statement. It sets the direction of 
the project. From this statement you derive the project objectives, requirements, 
and timeline.
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Whether you can actually conduct such a workshop is less important than 
answering the questions that lead to the motivation and vision statements. As such, 
the structure of the vision-building workshop is applicable to projects inside and 
outside of business alike.

14.1.2 � Key Exercises of Principle 2 (Nurturing 
Collaboration): Team Norming Workshops 
and Team-Building Activities

Similar to the key exercise of the first principle, you may not have the chance to 
actually conduct a formal workshop with your team. The key is to gather your team 
around you and agree on the various roles and responsibilities, expectations, and 
motivations. This is your chance to secure a common understanding of the project 
vision within your own team. It is absolutely crucial. Because you rely on each 
other, you want to make sure that you are traveling in the same direction.

Ongoing team-building activities remind us that teamwork does not just hap-
pen. It evolves. It takes your initiative as well as that of the complete team. Nurture 
collaboration on every level possible. It is a critical success factor for teamwork to 
grow. Remember that you are as strong as your team. The team is the base of your 
power in a project. Grow this leverage and nourish it. As much as effective project 
leadership affects project success, it is the team that delivers the project. The team 
is the heart and soul of the project.

14.1.3 � Key Exercise of Principle 3 (Promoting 
Performance): Team Empowerment

Team performance is no figment of your imagination. You can build and pro-
mote it. The best and most effective way to do so is by empowering your team. 
This is the common denominator of all exercises of the third principle. “Give 
people the information to act, then look for magic to happen” (Blanchard et al., 
1998, p. 77). Build your team, be an active part of your team, contribute to 
teamwork, and build confidence within your team. Trust your team and let team 
synergy unfold. Provide your team the opportunity to excel and contribute to 
project success.

Project success is not limited to the final delivery of the project. Earlier I defined 
project success as the safe journey from project vision to final project results. Do 
not lose sight of the final project objectives. At the same time, do not neglect the 
accomplishments on your way to the final project results. Rewarding performance is 
not constrained to project closure. Acknowledge individual as well as team accom-
plishments, as little as they may be, throughout the life of your project. Celebrate 
them and refresh the joy and passion in your team. You need it to lead the project 
to success.
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14.1.4 � Key Exercise of Principle 4 (Cultivating 
Learning): Regular Project Reviews and 
Continuous Learning and Self-Improvement

If there is one sure thing it is the uncertainty you will have to cope with in more 
or less every project. You can plan but you cannot forecast the future. Planning 
without reviewing and adjusting your plans is shortsighted. It ignores reality and is 
a ticket to project failure. Regular project reviews provide the chance to keep your 
project on track or realign it if it has gone astray. They are one of the key exercises 
of the fourth leadership principle.

Continuous learning and self-improvement is not a call for drifting off into 
academic exercises. They should be solution and results oriented. A solution ori-
entation is one of the foundations of innovation. A results orientation channels 
energies toward tangible project results. Cultivating learning means that you cre-
ate an environment of joy of continuous and results-oriented innovation. It is 
guided and directed learning. It benefits the project purpose and contributes to 
project success.

14.1.5 � Key Exercise of Principle 5 (Ensuring 
Results): Regular, Interim Results

Results are what a lot of people and organizations care most about. This can be 
a huge constraint. And it can be a good one, too, because “boundaries have the 
capacity to channel energy in a certain direction” (Blanchard, 1998, p. 41). It is a 
call for results orientation in our daily project work.

You know that project success is more than the delivery of final project 
results. At the end of the day you have to deliver. However, it does not restrain 
you from delivering on an ongoing basis. Therefore, the key exercise of the fifth 
principle is to deliver results regularly and iteratively. Remember that the fifth 
principle calls on you to keep the project vision in mind in all your activities 
and to produce results that benefit the purpose of the project. Ensuring ongoing 
results builds the base of the pyramid until it is complete. Project success is not 
defined by a single product or service delivered at the completion of a project. 
It is the accumulation of the many results yielded from each and every project 
leadership pyramid principle.

14.2 �A  Call for Action and Creativity
We are at the end of the second part of the book. This does not mean that we are at 
the end of animating the project leadership pyramid. It is the beginning. I started 
this part of the book explaining that the exercises and activities proposed can only 
be a starting point. They give you an orientation to what is possible.
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You may be overwhelmed by the variety of possible situations to which you can 
apply the principles of the pyramid. Or you may be underwhelmed because this 
part of the book lists only a few examples. In either case you are right. Every project 
is different and unique. We cope with endless scenarios as project leaders. You may 
even call it dealing with chaos. Often this is exactly what we are managing or at 
least trying to manage: chaos. If you want to lead projects to success in this world, 
you need a simple, yet powerful structure that gives you a form of guidance and 
orientation. The five principles of the project leadership pyramid provide this. It is 
up to you to apply them to the best of your abilities. The structure of the pyramid 
does not restrain you; the opposite is the case. Best-selling author Stephen Denning 
(2010) aptly summarizes the meaning of structure:

The living part of the organization thus coexists with the structures 
because they enable creativity. We see examples of this phenomenon 
everywhere. In nature, we see the fantastic diversity generated by a few 
basic structural elements: no more than a hundred varieties of atoms 
and a couple of primary colors lead to a universe of infinite beauty and 
diversity. In the 12 notes of the musical scale, in the 26 letters of our 
alphabet, we see how these rigid structures have enabled the creativity 
of music and literature. Without structure, there is nothing for creativ-
ity to build on.

The good news is that the leadership principles for project success described in 
this book provide this structure. Now it is your turn to use this structure and apply 
the five principles of the project leadership pyramid. Project success starts with 
project leadership. It starts with you. Be creative in your approach, involve and 
empower your team, and let magic happen.
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15Chapter 

How to Become an 
Effective Project Leader

Leaders are neither born nor made — meaning environmentally trained 
and nurtured. They are self-made through chosen responses, and if they 
choose based on principles and develop increasingly greater discipline, 
their freedom to choose increases.

Stephen Covey (1932–),
U.S. author and speaker

15.1 � Leadership Perspectives
The principles of the project leadership pyramid are general principles of leader-
ship. They are not limited to the world of projects. You can apply them in any 
situation that calls for leadership. They are common sense. Hence, they are appli-
cable to a wide array of situations.

The principles are not project role specific. In other words, their application is 
not limited to the role of project manager. On a given project you may be work-
ing as the central project manager, as a subproject manager in a large program, 
or as a team lead. You could be a team member or someone looking at a project 
that is affecting your daily work. There are many project roles with different levels 
of influence on project success. Still, whenever we are talking about influencing 
project success, we are also talking about the project leadership pyramid principles. 
This means regardless of your role in a project, by following and practicing the 

K11559.indb   193 7/23/10   10:21:49 AM



194  ◾  Leadership Principles for Project Success﻿

principles, you can contribute to project success and become an effective leader in 
your role.

This chapter summarizes how you can apply the principles and become an 
effective leader. We will look at various perspectives often found in project situa-
tions. First, the top-down perspective is where you serve as either the project man-
ager or project sponsor and have the greatest control over the project. The second 
perspective is probably most common in projects. This is when you are assigned 
to the role of project manager by someone above you in the organizational rank-
ing. Last but not least, we will look at a situation where you are filling any role 
but that of the project manager. Let’s look at the various perspectives one by one 
and see how you can become an effective leader by applying the project leadership 
pyramid principles.

15.2 �T op-Down Leadership
It is tempting to say that this is the easiest role in a project to have. You are sitting 
at the very top of the project. You define the direction, set up the project, give out 
the requirements, and form the team. Alternatively, you may be the sponsor of an 
initiative leading to a project. As the official sponsor and main leader of the project, 
you have the greatest power over the project. You can start and stop the project any 
time you like. This is called a top-down leadership position.

The high and influential position itself does not guarantee project success. The 
project leadership pyramid principles hold true and need to be applied. You are 
the one who is probably most interested in project success. In such a situation it is 
first and foremost important to set the direction of the project. You have to build 
vision. It is not that you merely define the project objectives; this can be so. What is 
more important is that you describe the bigger picture of the project. For example, 
you do not define a project of “laying bricks” or “build a wall”; you tell your team 
that your project is “part of building a cathedral.” Remember, a project vision goes 
beyond the boundaries of strict project objectives. It sets the tone of the overall 
project environment. It is the very top of the project pyramid that you see first 
from the distance, on the journey to project success. For example, it is not about 
founding a preschool; it is about developing a reliable childcare organization for 
families in your community. It is not about integrating a new call center software 
application; it is about providing good customer service and setting a new standard 
in service excellence. The vision drives the project. Everything else is derived from 
it. The vision addresses the utmost desires and needs at the same time. This is what 
you want your team to be passionate about. This is what creates enthusiasm in your 
team. Hence, building vision comes first.

Second, you need to understand that team, performance, and learning go hand 
in hand and are Prerequisites for project success. Let’s look at each of these ele-
ments once more and start with the heart of a project: the team. It is not about 
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you as the project leader alone. By now you know that a project leader without 
a team is worth nothing. If you want your project to succeed you have to build, 
norm, and empower a team. You have to form it and create an environment where 
it can prosper. You inspire your team with the vision. You involve your team in 
specifying the project objectives and requirements. The work atmosphere is such 
that the team can prosper and quickly move to a true performance stage. This is 
when both individual and team performance is practiced every day. You cover your 
team’s back and the team covers yours. This is where you want to move your team, 
because this is where team synergy effects take place. It is the vehicle that carries 
your team closer to project success.

The project culture you create for your team and its environment is crucial. 
Culture can turn out to be the critical success factor. If the project culture is ailing, 
you can have the best project strategy and it is not going to fly. Project culture is 
important. Invest enough time to create a solid and powerful culture. This is a cul-
ture where everyone on your team believes in the project vision. Everyone under-
stands and believes in the project objectives and its requirements. Why? Because 
the complete team helped specify them. Collaboration is not just a term on a piece 
of paper. The team actively works together. It is not about individual performance 
alone. It is the sum of all individuals performing together which forms a whole. It 
is team synergy and team performance. This is the culture you want to create. Team 
performance means that team members do not work alone and isolated. They work 
together and they help each other. They know they can succeed only together as a 
team. The team reflects on its performance regularly, seeking ways and means to 
improve. It is open for feedback from the outside, knowing that it helps improve 
work and performance. One way to solicit feedback is to deliver interim results on 
a regular and iterative basis. The team provides feedback and generates a sense of 
accomplishment. Everyone on the team knows what it means to deliver on time. It 
is fun to deliver.

You also know that in order to deliver project results you and your team will 
make mistakes along the way. This is normal and inevitable. Knowing this, it is 
your responsibility to set the expectation that it is okay to make mistakes. They 
are necessary to learn and can be beneficial if we learn from them. Not a single 
team member should be afraid of making mistakes. Make sure everyone on your 
team contributes to the purpose of the project. Do not micromanage them to do 
so. Empower them. In most cases they know better than you how to get there. 
Micromanagement blocks the free flow of learning. Do not fall into that trap. 
Instead, encourage your team to find new ideas and ways of doing things. Let the 
team unravel the power of innovation and utilize it for the benefit of the project. 
Plan sufficient time for innovation. A previous chapter included the example of 
Google reserving 20% of the work week for innovative activities. It could be argued 
whether 20% should mandatory; 10% may be sufficient for your project. No matter 
what amount of time you allot for innovation, do it because it pays off. It can help 
carry your project to new levels and thus make it a true success.
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In a nutshell, when you are in the position of leading your project from the top 
down, it is most important to build the right vision. Set the direction of the project. 
Build a culture of active and open collaboration, performance, and learning, and 
empower your team to achieve its mission.

15.3 � Bottom-Up Leadership
The second perspective is probably one of the most common situations in the proj-
ect world. Someone assigns you to the role of project manager. Now it is up to 
you to move from the project manager to true project leadership. Remember the 
difference between managing a project and leading a project to success. Leaders act, 
managers react. This is your chance to prove your leadership skills. Following the 
principles of the project leadership pyramid will help you achieve this.

Alone you cannot achieve it. When you are in a position with limited influence, 
your team becomes even more important. The team is the most important base of 
power you have as a project manager. Build it and use it, not for you but for the sake 
of the project. First and foremost you have to build a performing team. Do what-
ever you can to achieve this. It is not about leading a team. It is about empowering 
your team to do its job and excel.

One of the first things you and your team need to do in a joint effort is 
specify the project objectives and requirements. If they have been predetermined 
by others, make sure you and your team have the same understanding of them. 
This relates to the overall vision, the project objectives, requirements, and critical 
success factors. Clarify the direction and the scope of the project in case there is 
any chance of misunderstandings. This is not limited to your core team. Identify 
the key people and organizations influencing your project. Work with them and 
ensure that they too have the same understanding of the direction and the scope 
of the project. Analyze the needs of your stakeholders and how they relate to 
your project and your daily work. Work with and for the stakeholders as far as it 
benefits your project. Be clear about your purpose. Let them take part in project 
success. You should not need to conceal information from them. Open commu-
nication is a key success factor in achieving effective collaboration throughout 
the project. One of the best ways to secure the support of your stakeholders is to 
deliver results that add value to them. Show them how your work contributes to 
their benefit. There will come a time when you will need their help and support. 
It will be much easier to receive it if you have given them something in return 
before it is their time to deliver.

In short, the road to effective project leadership is through your team. The 
team is the foundation of power of every effective leader. Form it and build it and 
empower it to perform. Ensure a common project vision within your team. Extend 
the support of your own team to the key stakeholders of the project. Involve them 
in your project to the benefit of the project.
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15.4 �T he Lonely Warrior Leadership
The third situation may at first sight seem like the most difficult starting point to 
becoming an effective leader. You understand the principles of the project leader-
ship pyramid, but you are not the assigned project manager. For example, you are 
an external consultant. Alas, this situation can be quite helpful in developing lead-
ership characteristics and thus you becoming an effective leader in your role. The 
bottom line is that the principles of the project leadership pyramid still hold true. 
Following them is the best way to do your part in contributing to project success.

The first step is to use the project leadership pyramid assessment guide to obtain 
a better understanding of the project in general and your specific role in particular. 
The second step is to practice the principles of the project leadership pyramid as 
they relate to your role.

Let’s turn to the first step and start looking at the vision of the project. Even 
though you may not be the responsible project manager, you have to know what 
the project vision is and how the project fits into the overall vision. A step further 
down, you want to learn about the project objectives, requirements, and known 
critical success factors. If you find out that neither the vision nor the objectives or 
requirements are defined, this helps you gain a better understanding of the environ-
ment you are about to enter. Once you have a better understanding of the project 
environment, take a closer look at your own role and see how it fits in.

What is the scope of your role? What do you have to deliver? What do you need to 
do so? In addition, you need to know why and to what extent your role is important 
to project success. What were the initial expectations in setting up and filling this 
role? Have these expectations changed in the meantime? Next, think about how your 
role fits in with the other roles. With whom are you working? Whom do you need to 
do your job? What do others need from you to do their jobs, and when? In return, 
what do you need from them to fulfill your role and the team’s expectations?

Answering these questions gives you a better idea of the scope of your own role. 
At the same time it helps you understand the culture of the project and the overall 
environment in which you are working. This is very important because culture 
affects daily project work a great deal. For example, you may find out that the 
organization in which you are working is not used to running projects. Maybe no 
one expects projects to be finished on time and within budget. Or you find out that 
project information is generally not shared across project boundaries and that you 
are not allowed to speak to anyone outside the core project team without first ask-
ing the project manager for permission. Review Chapter 11, where we described a 
number of challenges to the principles of the project leadership pyramid and how to 
cope with them. In addition, Chapter 12 included a case study of a lonely warrior in 
a project where the project manager violated virtually every leadership principle.

With respect to the third principle of the project leadership pyramid, promot-
ing performance, it boils down to your own expected performance. You may not 
be responsible for the overall success of the project, but you are responsible for your 
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own deliverables. You want to make a difference in your role and thus contribute to 
the success of the project. This is not a call for solely focusing on your own perfor-
mance without looking left or right. You know that active collaboration cherishes 
team performance. If you can contribute to the development of team performance, 
do so. This is in your own interest and in the interest of the project. It is an invest-
ment on your part and will be most likely paid back to you. It will improve your 
own performance which in turn can have ripple effects on team performance and 
thus project success.

The fourth principle, cultivating learning, ought to be practiced by the project 
leader as well as everybody else on the project. This includes you. Even if nothing 
comes close to an active learning environment for the team (e.g., there is no open 
feedback culture or the project manager blocks the exchange of lessons learned), 
there are always learning opportunities for you. Solicit feedback about your deliver-
ables. Find new ways of delivering. Ask others about their feedback. See how you can 
improve the quality of your own deliverables. Maybe there are other and better ways 
to do your job. If you are working on a project where the project manager blocks 
official lessons learned workshops, there is no law that prohibits you from exchang-
ing your own lessons with other colleagues in an informal matter. Remember that 
you are not the person calling the shots in the project. You have to fill your own role 
and stick to it. Be a team player and show leadership in your own role.

The final principle of ensuring results is a call for your own action. You need to 
know what results are expected from you and the rest of the team, when and how. 
This affects your own activities in the most direct way. Are you expected to deliver 
by yourself? Or are your deliverables input to somebody else’s?

The project leadership pyramid assessment guide helps you gain a quick under-
standing of the project and where it is headed. You can also apply it to understand 
your own role better. This is the first step. The second step is to apply the project 
leadership pyramid principles by yourself. In other words, you translate the prin-
ciples to the needs of your own role. To a certain extent you may describe your role 
as a project you want to master and lead to success. Starting with vision, you have to 
make sure you know what is expected from you. You have taken care of this during 
the assessment. What you may not have done yet is ensure that other members of 
the team understand this, too. In other words, you want to make sure that everyone 
involved in your job knows what your role is and how you contribute to the bigger 
picture/project. With respect to collaboration, seek out working with and for others 
as it relates to your job and contributes to the project. Ensure that you live up to the 
expectations of your role. Seek feedback from others and ensure results.

Perceiving and living your own role as a project in itself is not contradictory 
to the call for collaboration as long as it is consistent with the overall direction of 
the project. You are delivering your own project, fulfilling your own role, and thus 
contributing to the success of the overall project. The key is to understand how 
your role fits in with the greater unit of the project and how you can actively and 
constructively contribute to project success. Thus the project leadership pyramid 
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principles serve as a guideline to project success on the level of project leader as 
well as on the level of every individual role. This works as long as the principles are 
practiced in a way that complements each other. If this is not the case, it may lead 
to undesirable results. The overall project vision defines the overall direction of the 
project and hence every role. Yours is no exception.

15.5 � Follow the Principles of the 
Project Leadership Pyramid

A project is like a journey. At the end we want to see results. However, it is not the 
results alone that constitute the success of the project. It is the process leading to the 
results that matters. This process is the actual project. In Chapter 8, I defined proj-
ect success as the safe journey from project vision to final project results. The project 
leadership pyramid helps secure a safe and successful project journey that ultimately 
delivers what has been described in the project vision. Hence, you cannot limit your 
idea of project success to the mere results. You must look at the whole project life 
cycle, starting with the vision and objectives of the project. They set the direction of 
the project. To get to the results we have to look at how we get there. This is when 
the team comes in. Collaboration, performance, as well as learning matter. The 
combination of all five principles constitutes the core of project success.

I have introduced the image of a pyramid and the description of a long journey 
to project results. Initially, you may have no idea which way to go. The top of the 
pyramid can serve as a guide. In the project world, this is the vision. The closer you 
get to the pyramid the better idea you have of the size of the pyramid and what it 
is made of.

The project leadership pyramid principles are not limited in their application to 
the role of project manager. You can apply them in any project role. Every principle 
is important. If you have the luxury of leading a project from the top down, make 
sure that you clarify the vision of the project and build a culture of open collabora-
tion. Empower your team to perform and deliver results. When you come from the 
bottom up, for example, having been assigned as a project manager without much 
leverage from the top down, it is crucial that you build a strong team. This team is 
your foundation of influence on project success. Last but not least, if you are not 
a project manager, but simply working on a project as a team member, apply the 
project leadership pyramid principles in your own role. Fulfilling your own role 
thus contributes to the success of the overall project.

The project leadership pyramid principles serve as a guideline to effective lead-
ership and how it contributes to project success. Following and practicing them 
is no guarantee for project success, but they make it more likely. They address 
the core of project success and thus improve the chances for success significantly. 
Understanding the principles can be the first step toward project success. Modify 
the principles to the needs of your project. Practice the principles in real life; fill 
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them with content. This book has provided numerous examples of how to do so. 
Finally, know that the principles are not carved in stone. They serve as an orien-
tation. No more, no less. Develop them further and fine-tune them. Share your 
experiences with your own team and the greater community.

The project leadership pyramid gives you a powerful tool to lead your project to 
success. We know that as project leaders, we cannot succeed by ourselves. We need 
the help and support of our teams. It is a joint effort. This is why it is important to 
build teams and empower them to perform and deliver. We are nothing without 
our teams. Yet, we have to take the first step of building our teams. It still starts 
with you taking the first step. It starts and ends with project leadership. It is up to 
you to take this step and lead your team to project success. I wish you a happy and 
prosperous journey.
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The appendices provide a number of the project templates that have been men-
tioned in the book. I hope that you will find them useful in your own proj-
ects. These templates are by no means complete. They are simply meant to give 
you an idea of what is possible. All are in sync with the leadership principles 
described in this book. All of them have been proven to work. Still, because 
every project is different and unique, modify and improve them to suit your 
specific needs.

In addition to these appendices, you are invited to visit the Website www.
TheProjectLeadershipPyramid.net, where you can download the templates after 
registration and entering the code L8P2f4Px. The Website also includes valuable 
references to other resources and organizations you may find useful on your journey 
to project leadership and project success.
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Appendix A: The Project 
Vision Document

A.1 � Introduction
A.1.1 � Purpose of the Project Vision Document
The purpose of this document is to collect, analyze, and define high-level 
requirements and aspects of … [Project Name]. It focuses on key requirements 
and aspects of the strategy, which come from the top needs of the customers 
and key stakeholders. These will form the basis for the more detailed require-
ments described in … [e.g., the scope matrix and/or corresponding document and/
or presentation].

A.1.2 � Definitions, Acronyms, and Abbreviations
[Provide the definitions of all terms, acronyms, and abbreviations required to properly 
interpret the project vision document. This information may be provided by reference 
to a project glossary.]
…

A.1.3 � References
[Provide a complete list of all documents referenced elsewhere in the project vision 
document.]
…

A.2 �S olution Overview
A.2.1 � Project Motivation Statement
[Provide a statement summarizing the motivation of the project. This can be a problem 
that needs to be solved or something you want to create or develop. In the first case, 

K11559.indb   203 7/23/10   10:21:50 AM



204  ◾  Appendix A

you can use the following format:

	 1.	What are the top issues or risks the project is dealing with? Why have they emerged?
	 2.	Who (individuals, groups, organizational units, etc.) is affected by these issues or 

risks and how? Why?
	 3.	What are the impacts of these issues or risks on them?

Summarize the answers to the questions above in one or two statements. A format may 
look like the following:]

The issue(s) of … [describe the issue(s)]
affect(s) … [the stakeholders affected by the problem, if applicable].
The impact(s) of which is (are) … [what is (are) the impact(s) of the problem(s)].

[If your project is to create something new, answer the following questions:

	 1.	What are the top solutions or opportunities you envision? Why?
	 2.	Who is interested in these solutions or opportunities; who benefits from them? Why?
	 3.	What are the effects of the solutions or opportunities? Why?

Phrase the statements as follows:]

The solution(s) or opportunity(ies) of … [describe the solution(s) or opportunity(ies)]
interest(s) … [the stakeholders interested in the solution(s) or opportunity(ies), if 

applicable].
The effect(s) of which is (are) … [what is (are) the effect(s) of the solution(s) or 

opportunity(ies)].

A.2.2 � Project Vision Statement
[Once you have written the project motivation statement, phrase a project vision state-
ment by answering the questions below. If the project aims to resolve a problem, the 
questions are:

	 1.	What needs to be done to resolve the situation? Why?
	 2.	What benefits can we expect from the improved situation? Why?
	 3.	What do we need to do to achieve this? Why?

If you want to create, develop, or build something new, the questions are:

	 1.	What needs to be done to bring about the new situation caused by the solutions or 
opportunities? Why?

	 2.	What disadvantages will the solution have or bring with it? Why?
	 3.	What do we need to do to overcome these disadvantages and obstacles? Why?
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Summarize the answers in a project vision statement. The following format serves as 
an example:]

The successful project will (help) … [describe the solution(s) or opportunity(ies)].
It will benefit … [list the key benefits of a successful project outcome].
In order to achieve the solution we have to … [list the critical success factors 

of the project].

A.2.3 � Product or Solution Perspective
[This subsection of the project vision document should put the product or solution in 
perspective with regard to other related products or solutions and the user’s environ-
ment. If the product or solution is independent and totally self-contained, state it here. 
If the product or solution is a component of a larger system, then this subsection should 
relate how these systems interact and should identify the relevant interfaces between the 
systems.

You may describe the product or solution perspective in words, tables, or diagrams.]
…

A.2.4 � Product or Solution Position Statement
[A product or solution position statement communicates the intent of the solution and 
the importance of the project to everyone involved in the project plus the customer of 
the project. Provide an overall statement summarizing, at the highest level, the unique 
value position of the product. The product or solution position statement serves as an 
elevator pitch of the final product or solution. Possible format:]

For … [target customer],
who … [statement of the need or opportunity].
The … [product/solution name] is a … [product category].
This … [statement of key benefit(s) that is a compelling reason to buy or use the 

product or solution].
Our product or solution … [statement of primary differentiation].

A.2.5 � SMART Project Objectives
[List the commonly agreed upon objectives of the project here. Make sure the objectives 
meet the SMART criteria; i.e., they have to be

S — Specific, i.e., the goals are clearly defined
M — Measurable, i.e., the objectives and the results are measured quantitatively or 

at least can be evaluated qualitatively
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A — Achievable, i.e., humanly possible, and the project has all the required 
resources

R — Relevant, i.e., avoid the temptation of defining a goal just because it fits nicely 
to the previous three criteria

T — Time-boxed, i.e., the objectives must be achieved by (a) certain deadline(s)

Note: At the very beginning of a project the SMART objectives are often at a high level. 
For example, you may know that you need to achieve improved operational efficiency. 
However, you may not know the areas on which changes will be focused. As the proj-
ect progresses you will get a better idea of the project requirements and henceforth can 
qualify the project objectives statement accordingly. If you do, don’t forget to communi-
cate any changes with the key stakeholders and ensure their endorsement of the qualified 
project objectives statement.]
…

A.2.6 � Key Features and Benefits
[Summarize the expected key features and benefits the solution will provide.]
…

A.2.7 � Assumptions, Dependencies, and Constraints
[List any underlying assumptions, dependencies, and constraints the project team needs 
to be aware of and account for.]
…

Table A.1  Key Stakeholders

ID
Stakeholder 

Group Role
Key 

Individuals Group Needs

Group 
Objections 
or Concerns

[Name the 
stakeholder 
group/type]

[Briefly describe 
the role (e.g., 
providing 
requirements, 
testing, reviewing) 
they are playing in 
the project]

[Name the 
key 
individuals of 
the 
stakeholder 
group]

[If groups have a particular 
point of view, then it may be 
worth storing it here]
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A.3 �P roject Environment Description
A.3.1 � Stakeholder Profiles
[Briefly describe the stakeholders of the project’s internal and external environment 
including the customer of the project.] (see Table A.1)
…

A.3.2 � Customer and End-User Environment
[Describe the customer and end-user environment. For example, if the project objective 
is to integrate new call center software, describe the work environment of the present call 
center agent, such as applications and platforms in use, external interfaces the solution 
(system) will integrate with, etc.]
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Appendix B: Scope Matrix

B.1 �T he Scope Matrix
The scope matrix is a table that lists all requirements the project team must deliver as 
part of the project. It helps categorize and prioritize the requirements in a systematic 
manner. It breaks down and describes all project requirements to an appropriate level of 
detail. Although this level of detail depends on the needs of your project, the approach 
taken from extreme programming can be very handy. It suggests that you assess whether 
a functional requirement is well formed using the “INVEST” acronym:1

Independent — Requirements should be independent of each other as much as 
possible.

Negotiable — Requirements are negotiable in the sense that they do not describe every 
little detail but leave room for creativity in their design and implementation.

Valuable — Requirements have to add actual value to the customer(s).
Estimatable — Requirements should be broken down to a level where you and 

your team can estimate the effort to specify and implement or realize them.
Small — Requirements must be small enough to be specified, implemented, 

or realized with moderate effort. Requirements that are too broad leave too 
much room for errors and misunderstandings.

Testable — Requirements need to be testable, so that you can determine whether 
they have been implemented or delivered.

Table B.1 provides a sample scope matrix. The order of the columns varies with 
the needs of your project. In any case, the column headings mean the following:

Item #◾◾ : Maintain a unique numbering scheme for all project requirements. It 
can be helpful to freeze this column once the scope is defined and officially 
closed.

1	 Extreme programming actually does not speak of functional requirements but “user stories” 
(Wake, 2001). “A user story describes desired functionality from the customer or user perspec-
tive. A good user story describes who wants it, and how and why the functionality will be 
used” (Gadodia, 2010). For a good introduction to user stories, see Cohn (2004).
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Project requirements◾◾ : Capture a concise description of the requirement.
Customer value◾◾ : Indicate the customer value of this item. For example, you 
can use the parameters “high,” “medium,” and “low.” Define the meanings 
of the various parameters with your project team to secure consistency and 
coherence of the requirements evaluation. An alternative approach is to follow 
the MoSCoW rule proposed by the Dynamic Systems Development Method 
(DSDM) (VersionOne, 2010). The M stands for “must have requirements,” 
the S for “should have if at all possible,” the C for “could have but not criti-
cal,” and the W for “won’t have this time but would like in the future”
Technical complexity◾◾ : Indicate the technical complexity to realize this item. 
Possible parameters may be “high,” “medium,” and “low.” Define the mean-
ings of the various parameters with your project team to secure consistency 
and coherence of the requirements evaluation.
Effort estimate◾◾ : Use this column to enter any effort estimates you and your 
team have come up with for the respective item.
Phase◾◾ : Identify the phase in which this item will be delivered. The phase 
could be part of the running project or may refer to a future project.
Owner◾◾ : Identify the high-level entity responsible for the respective requirement.
Description◾◾ : Enter a more detailed description of this item (as needed).
Supporting documentation or bounding assumptions◾◾ : Capture a reference to 
the detailed specifications for this item. Include specific document name and 
chapter or section reference.
Required by◾◾ : Create dependencies between line items, so that you can iden-
tify potential problems when you want to delete or scope out an item. Enter 
in this column the IDs of all items that depend on this. Do this later in the 
process so that line numbers will be moderately stable.
Contact person◾◾ : Optional column to track the person driving the definition 
of this item.
Source:◾◾  Optional column to indicate the source of this scope item in the event 
that discussions arise.
Status:◾◾  Optional column to use for any “working status” regarding this item.

Note that the scope document also includes nonfunctional requirements. 
Although they are often technical in nature, it is crucial to capture them early in 
the process. Examples of nonfunctional requirements include performance, avail-
ability, capacity, security, fault tolerance, scalability, maintainability, modularity, 
reliability, reusability, usability, etc. Nonfunctional requirements constrain the 
functional requirements and thus must not be neglected.

B.2 �A uxiliary Tables
Table B.1 is the heart of the scope matrix. However, it is not complete. In addition to 
the list of project requirements, the following tables are part of the scope matrix file:
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	 1.	Project overview
	 2.	General assumptions
	 3.	Change log

Let’s look at each one individually.

B.2.1 � The Project Overview
The project overview table (Table B.2) provides an overview of the key parameters 
of the project. The project overview is a snapshot of the project. Complete this sheet 
to allow readers to have a basic context about the project before reading the scope 
matrix. This sheet can also facilitate mining this information once the project has 
been completed. Make sure every member of the project team is familiar with the 
content of this table.

Table B.2 P roject Overview

Project [Name] Overview

Department/Project Name …

Project ID …

Project stage …

Other related documents …

Timeframe …

Project / Program Manager …

Vision [taken from Project Vision Document]

Project Motivation Statement …

Project Vision Statement …

Product or Solution Position 
Statement

…

SMART Project Objectives …

Key Features & Benefits …

Future Enhancements …

Last Modified Date [Date]

Scope Owner NN
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B.2.2 � General Assumptions, Prerequisites, Decisions
Use Table B.3 to list all general assumptions, prerequisites, decisions, and known 
constraints that are not specific to a project requirement or deliverable listed in the 
actual scope matrix.

B.3 � Change Log
You may want to know all project requirements at the beginning of the project. 
Alas, in most cases this is unrealistic. By the same token, it is rather unlikely that 
all requirements will be stable over time. Thus, it is important that you keep track 
of any changes to your requirements. The sample change log presented in Table B.4 
can help you do so. The columns have the following meanings:

Date◾◾ : Enter the date the change is made.
Scope line item◾◾ : Refer to the line item number of the project requirement that 
is undergoing a change.
Change request ID◾◾ : Capture the exact ID of the change request. If the entry 
log is simply a clarification, leave this cell blank.
Who made this change◾◾ : Enter the name of the person making this change.
Nature of change◾◾ : Explain the nature of the change. Possible entries include 
“added,” “updated,” or “deleted.”
Original description◾◾ : Capture the original description or other cell changed, 
or enter “N/A” if not relevant.
New description◾◾ : Enter the new description, or “N/A” if irrelevant.
Status/comment◾◾ : Enter additional information about the status of the change 
(e.g., “open,” “under discussion,” “approved,” “implemented,” etc.) or any 
other comment about the change.

References
Cohn, M. (2004). User Stories Applied: For Agile Software Development. Amsterdam: Addison-

Wesley Longman.
Gadodia, V. (2010). Six Features of a Good User Story — INVEST Model. Retrieved from 

http://agilesoftwaredevelopment.com/blog/vaibhav/good-user-story-invest.
VersionOne. (2010). Dynamic Systems Development Method (DSDM). Retrieved from http://

www.versionone.com/Resources/AgileMethodologies.asp#DSDM.
Wake, W. C. (2001). Extreme Programming Explored. Indianapolis, IN: Addison-Wesley 

Professional.
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Appendix C: Sample 
Scope Phase 2-Week Plan

Scoping can be time consuming. If done right, however, it helps save you and 
your team a lot of time. This is one reason it is so crucial to do it correctly at the 
beginning of the project. Scoping is not limited to the initiation phase of a project. 
The longer a project runs, the more likely the scope will change over time. This 
does not mean that the scoping phase lasts forever. You and a performing team 
can conduct a scoping phase within 1 to 4 weeks. This may be ambitious for some 
projects, but possible.

Let’s look at the following 2-week plan of a project I managed. The objective 
of the project was to integrate a new software application for the call center of 
an online bank. The project was moderate in size. It lasted 15½ weeks, with a 
core project team of eight full-time plus two part-time external consultants and 
one full-time and four part-time individuals on the client side. We started the 
project with a 2-week scope phase. Tables C.1 and C.2 list the most important 
sessions conducted. The colors of the cells indicate the participants of the vari-
ous sessions.

We started the first day with a core project-internal team norming. At that 
time, the high-level scope of these 2 weeks was already known. The team norming 
focused less on the business and technical requirements of the client. Those were 
analyzed in subsequent sessions with the client. The team norming covered the 
roles and responsibilities, team and individual expectations and motivations, as 
well as communication rules for the 2 weeks. In the afternoon kickoff session with 
the client we introduced the schedule and methodology we would follow during 
the next days.

Starting with the second day, the core project team conducted daily stand-up 
meetings of 15 minutes each. We covered our accomplishments of the previ-
ous day, the daily plan, as well as any impediments. The morning of the sec-
ond day was filled with a vision-building workshop with the complete project 
team. It laid the foundation for all subsequent sessions in which we evaluated 
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business and technical requirements and designed a solution. Whenever pos-
sible, we built focus groups. This allowed us to work in parallel work groups 
and gather the material for the solution design faster. At the end of each day we 
documented our interim findings and results. At the end of the second day the 
complete project team went out for dinner together. This social event helped 
foster team unity.

On the fourth day we started consolidating the project requirements in a scope 
matrix. From then on it was updated on a daily basis. It formed the foundation 
for estimating the specification and implementation effort in the second week. The 
scope matrix was prioritized with the client on days 7 and 8. Those requirements 
that had to be implemented in the first release of the new call center application were 
included in the final estimation and planning exercises, which resulted in a project 
plan for the design and specification project phase that followed the first 2 weeks.

The key ingredients for a successful scope phase of only 2 weeks were the func-
tioning project team (both core and extended teams), a common understanding of 
the project vision, parallel focus groups, and consolidating and discussing interim 
results on a daily basis. The presented schedule is only a sample, but it may give you 
a good idea how to structure an initial scoping phase for your project.
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Appendix D: The 
Scope Document

The purpose of a scope document is to describe the agreed scope of a project. It 
is based on the project vision document and it documents all requirements of the 
project. A sample outline of a scope document for a software development project 
is provided here.

D.1 �E xecutive Summary
The purpose of the first project phase was to examine the overall business require-
ments, discuss potential new functionality, and develop an implementation plan. 
During this engagement the project team discussed the need to … [insert initial 
project objectives statement; for example, to improve the systems that support the busi-
ness process]:

Briefly highlight the major business challenges/drivers.◾◾
Briefly highlight the major business benefits.◾◾
Briefly highlight the next steps or recommendations.◾◾

D.2 � Business Context
This chapter contains the latest version of the official project vision document. As 
such, it lists the project motivation, vision, and objectives statements. In addition, 
it describes the critical success factors of the project and the project’s organizational 
environment. Optional subchapters: company background, business vision, and 
strategy.
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D.3 � Future Process Flows
The project requirements must be put into context; i.e., they need to be referenced 
to the future process flow from an end-user perspective. For example, you need to 
describe how a call center agent will use the new call center application. You can 
describe the process flow verbally or with the help of diagrams. Describing the 
future process flow is important because it helps identify dependencies with other 
processes, functional and nonfunctional requirements, as well as systems. It also 
serves as a foundation for the creation of test cases.

D.4 �P rioritized Scope
This chapter includes or refers to the scope matrix, which structures functional and 
nonfunctional requirements and models the solution requirements to an appropri-
ate level of detail.

D.5 �T arget Infrastructure of the Solution
The infrastructure of the solution is what needs to be in the background for 
your solution to work. For example, when you build a house you need to secure 
access to water and electricity, garbage collection, etc. To operate a preschool 
you need to have the necessary permits and warrants. When you build new 
software, you need to know something about the target technical architecture, 
the data model, etc.

D.6 � Business Case
Unless it was already covered in the project vision document, this chapter shows 
the value of the described requirements to the customer of the project. The benefits 
of the finished project results are identified in this section. An analysis and evalua-
tion of the customer benefits permit prioritization of the project requirements and 
confirm the justification for proceeding with the recommended next steps.

D.7 �N ext Steps
This chapter includes a timeline along with effort estimates for the next phase(s) of 
the project. The level of detail depends on the needs of the respective project.
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D.8 � Issues and Assumptions
List all open issues and impediments that require further consideration. Also, list 
all assumptions that guided decisions during the first phase of the project and 
assumptions you made preparing the scope document. Why? There is no way that 
you know every possible detail about your requirements at the beginning of your 
project. If you are missing information about a certain requirement and you know 
that the requirement is essential for the project, you may have to make an assump-
tion about it. For example, you assume that a certain building material for your 
new house is readily available in the local hardware store. At other times, you may 
not be sure about a requirement. For example, who will pay for an additional tech-
nical expert to develop software?

D.9 �O ptional Chapters
Project chronology◾◾
Project organizational set-up, including information about the project team, ◾◾
other project participants, roles and responsibilities, rules of engagement, 
etc.
Project approach: which methodology you are applying in your project (e.g., ◾◾
an Agile or traditional “waterfall” approach to software development)
Project glossary◾◾
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Appendix E: Virtual 
Team Room

One of the key factors for successful collaboration is the open and free flow of 
information. The ideal scenario is when you and your team can work in the same 
location and share a project room. In cases when this is not possible, you can create 
a virtual team room in the form of a Website or a file you share over the Internet. 
It should include the same information you would find in a project room. I recom-
mend the following structure for a virtual team room:

Project overview◾◾
Roles and responsibilities and team rules◾◾
Regular meetings◾◾
Weekly goals and deliverables◾◾
Issues and impediments tracker◾◾
Prerequisites, assumptions, and decisions◾◾
Lessons learned◾◾
Team morale board◾◾
Project glossary◾◾

Let’s look at each of these elements.

E.1 P roject Overview
Table E.1 provides an overview of the key parameters of the project. It is a snapshot 
of the project. As such it is crucial that every single team member is familiar with 
the content of this table.
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E.2 R oles and Responsibilities and Team Rules
In Table E.2, for each team member, enter the role, responsibilities, key deliver-
ables, expectations of and by this role, and key persons with whom this team mem-
ber interacts. In addition, list the rules of engagement the team defines, agrees on, 
and commits to during the team norming workshop.

E.3 R egular Meetings
In Table E.3, list the regular team meetings, including information about the pur-
pose, objectives and expected outcomes, time and location, the owner (i.e., the per-
son accountable for the meeting), as well as mandatory and optional participants.

Next to this information, agree on and publish guidelines for effective meet-
ings. For example:

Table E.1 P roject Overview

Department/Project Name …

Project ID …

Project stage …

Other related documents …

Timeframe …

Project/Program Manager …

Vision [taken from Project Vision Document]

Project Motivation Statement …

Project Vision Statement …

Product or Solution Position 
Statement

…

SMART Project Objectives …

Key Features & Benefits …

Future Enhancements …
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	 1.	Every meeting request must include the following POD information:
Purpose of the meeting (why do we need this meeting?)◾◾
Objectives of the meeting (agenda)◾◾
Deliverables/expected results of the meeting◾◾
If the meeting request did not include this information, start the meeting 

by agreeing on a POD statement. Meetings without a POD statement 
often are ineffective and time killers.

	 2.	Start and finish on time.
	 3.	Assign a minute-taker prior to the meeting.
	 4.	Capture results/decisions on a whiteboard, flip chart, or file in real time.
	 5.	Communicate results to all relevant people.
	 6.	Update the issue tracker after the meeting, if necessary.

E.4  Weekly Goals and Deliverables
In Table E.4, you will list the weekly goals and deliverables of the complete team 
and each individual. Use and update this overview in your daily stand-up meetings. 
This means every team member first reviews the accomplishments of the previous 
day and explains how they relate to the weekly goals of the complete team and 
the respective individuals. Second, each team member provides an outlook for the 
present day. At the end of each week or the beginning of a new week, the outlook is 
expanded to the complete week.

Planned deliverables are prefixed by a “_” and accomplished deliverables by an “x.” 
Deliverables overdue are highlighted in red.

E.5  Issues & Impediments Tracker
In Table E.5, capture any open and unresolved questions or impediments that need 
clarification. Typically, there is one assigned person who administers this list on 
a daily basis. However, it is best when every team member visits and updates the 
tracker at least once a week.

E.6 P rerequisites, Assumptions, and Decisions
In Table E.6, capture any prerequisites, assumptions, or important decisions that 
affect the project. Typically, there is one assigned person who administers this list 
on a daily basis. However, it is best when every team member visits and updates the 
tracker at least once a week.

E.7  Lessons Learned
In Table E.7, capture, categorize, and prioritize lessons learned within and by your 
team.
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E.8 T eam Morale Board
In Table E.8, enter the morale of individual team members at the end of a report-
ing period.

E.9 P roject Glossary
In Table E.9, capture project-related terms and store them in a central location 
where every team member can access and update it.

Table E.9 P roject Glossary

Project [Name] | Glossary

Term Explanation Source
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Appendix F: Status Report

This sample template of a status report is a one-page summary of a project. It ful-
fills the minimum requirements of a status report, as described in Chapter 11. (See 
Table F.1.) The status report is outlined as follows.

F.1 E xecutive Summary
In one or two sentences, describe where the project stands. What is relevant is how 
the project progresses with respect to achieving the project vision and objectives.

The traffic lights in the top left corner signal the overall status of the project 
with respect to its plan and project risk. For the traffic light of the column “Plan,” a 
green light signals that the project is on track, a yellow light signals that it is behind 
schedule at the moment but that the ultimate delivery date is not threatened, and 
a red light means that the project is behind schedule and the final delivery date is 
threatened. With respect to the traffic light in the “Risk” category, a green light 
means that no significant risks exist at the time of the report, a yellow light means 
that risks may endanger project delivery, and a red light is an alert for serious risks. 
Whenever there is a red light, it has to be explained either in the executive summary 
or in the listing of top three issues or top three risks.

The arrows next to the traffic lights indicate whether the status has improved 
(arrow pointing upward), deteriorated (arrow pointing downward), or remained 
stable (horizontal arrow) since the last reporting period.

F.2 H igh-Level Plan
This high-level plan illustrates the project schedule. Each cell represents a reporting 
period. In the sample in Table F.1 the reporting period is 1 week. The color of the 
cell indicates whether the respective work package has been completed, is on track, is 
behind schedule, or is facing issues. The red dashed line indicates the reporting date.
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F.3 A ccomplishments
List the top three accomplishments of the past reporting period. Focus on actual, 
tangible results that add value to the project organization and show that you and 
your team are moving in the right direction.

If you have missed an originally planned date, state so and enter the actual 
delivery date in the column “Date (actual).”

F.4  Upcoming Milestones
List the top three expected milestones of the next reporting period. Similar to the 
past accomplishments, state these as expected results rather than ongoing activities. 
Note that when you are reporting upcoming milestones you give a commitment to 
deliver them in the mentioned time period. Make sure prior to the report that you 
and your team can deliver them. If you cannot commit to a delivery date, state so. 
Raising the wrong expectations will eventually haunt you. If you and your team 
face impediments, explain them.

F.5 T op Three Issues or Impediments
Spell out the top three issues or impediments you and your team are dealing with at 
present and explain how you plan to solve or at least mitigate them. Do not describe 
a problem without pointing out its source and suggesting a resolution. If you need 
help from the outside, state this and suggest a resolution. A green status signifies 
that an issue or impediment is fully under control. A yellow status means that an 
issue is significant and requires additional attention. A red status means that an 
issue is critical and may need to be escalated to the next management level.

F.6 T op Three Risks
Spell out the top three risks you and your team have identified and explain how you 
plan to mitigate them. Do not describe a risk without pointing out its source and 
suggesting a resolution. If you need help from the outside, state this and suggest a 
resolution. The meaning of the status colors is similar to the colors of the top three 
issues or impediments.

F.7 R esolved Top Issues or Risks Since Last Report
List the top three issues and top three risks you and your team have resolved since 
the last reporting period.
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