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Getting Engaged with this Book and its Author


Now that you have your copy of the book, bootstrap its value by getting engaged with other people and resources on the same topic.





	
Message: You can post me a comment or question via my publisher (BrainJuice.Media) using their Feedback Form. Ask me anything. I’ll answer as quickly as I can. (Remember to select the book in the “Topic” field)




	
Facebook Group: Join my private Facebook Group which is for anyone who is interested in the topics I’m writing about. That’s the main place I interact with folks.




	
Author Page: My My BrainJuice.Media Author Page is the jumping point for all my current content, both published and “in the works”.




	
Blog: I publish blogposts on Medium.com on my AdamOnProjects Blog.




	
Mailing List: If you haven’t already joined, sign up for my mailing list, on Brainjuice.Media’s
website (my publisher). You’ll get information on new books, courses, and other content when I make it available. I’ll update you on interesting deals, as well as information on upcoming events and other activities in the world of Adam On Projects.




	
Social Media: you can track me down on the internets:










	
X (formerly known as Twitter)



	
LinkedIn









	
Adam’s Axioms (New): Visit my Companion Website, Adam’s Axioms, for more information
on the axioms. This is where I’ll publish additional material between book updates, plus additional resources that may not be
suitable for book form.











Notes about this version


This is Version 1.10 the book.




Updates in this version:





	
Various Editorial fixes.



	
Introduced axiom numbering across all editions. I resisted this for a long time, but it just makes cross referencing easier
as well as referring to axioms from outside the AOP multi-verse.
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On Project Success


The primary goal of any project is to achieve success. However, success
can have various interpretations. For instance, plan-based or "waterfall" projects are deemed
successful if they are delivered within the scope, schedule, and budget.




Conversely, agile projects must meet the "Definition of Done."




However, ultimately it is the end-users and stakeholders who evaluate whether a
project is successful or not, regardless of whether the project’s deliverables
meet these various definitions of success. The end-users of a project’s outputs don’t
live in a world called “Scrum” or “PMBOK”. They live in their reality, so success
is defined in their terms.




This section examines the concept of success from that perspective.




# 1. The source of project success.
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The Axiom


Project success flows from people thinking and working naturally together.





The TL;DR


This axiom is the foundation of successful goal-oriented human endeavours.
Successful project outcomes are dependent on leveraging the ancient forces of human
cognition and social bonding, which is one foundation of the Agile Manifesto. The highly-efficent, highly-autonomous,
and egalitarian traits of early human and Hunter-Gatherer societies guide how current project teams work.
Cooperation and sharing were critical for survival. By leveraging
our social nature and unique cognitive abilities, we can overcome
obstacles, push the boundaries of what is possible, and achieve
great success. However, the last 500 years of political, social and
organisational development were intended to suppress or thwart these
innate human tendencies even while - in more recent times -
organisations gave lip service to these characteristics.
In reality, most organisations don't honestly want them working at scale.





The Back Story


Project success flows from people thinking and working naturally
together. This is my project management "North Star" and guides
how I approach every project.




This is the foundation of all successful projects, regardless of
technology. It applies across all lifecycle models and methodologies.
For any manager, understanding this axiom differentiates
the truly great from the good or mediocre ones.




This concept embodies the intent of the Agile Manifesto and every team-focused
management construct: they are all dependent on the ancient
forces of human intelligence and social bonding that truly enable
motivation and success.




In our current world of fads and short attention spans, the word “ancient”
is both scary and highly relevant. While modern management theory and
practice emerged approximately 300 years ago, and formalised
traditional project management is over 50 years old, this axiom
leverages capabilities and imperatives baked into the human genome
for about two million years.




But what does all of this have to do with modern project teams and,
in particular, why we have so many issues with modern projects?




Let’s look at a very selective slice through two million years
of agile practice.




First, we learned to plan (1m+ years ago)


While nobody knows what happened two million years ago,
we can interpret the fossil record and durable surviving artifacts,
and the last 20-30 years have improved researchers ability to analyse
cellular and genetic structures.




Our hominid ancestors developed our uniquely structured and very large
cerebral cortex around 1.5 million years ago. Researchers believe that
this development enabled these emerging humans to use tools and
plan for the future.




These abilities led to the development of social bonds and, ultimately,
the emergence of modern humans. These highly adaptive characteristics
enabled humans to evolve and dominate other hominid species until now.





Then we formed cross-functional teams (100k years ago)


To understand this, we must look at the core characteristics of
Hunter-Gatherer societies and how they apply to modern teams.
Hunter-Gatherer societies represent as close as possible to "naked"
human beings, relying solely on their natural human resources and
characteristics.




Anthropologists have studied modern Hunter-gatherer societies for over a
hundred years, often representing First Nation peoples who existed for
tens of thousands of years before the great age of European
colonisation.




The traits of Hunter-Gatherer societies are highly relevant to
understanding current project teams. These societies had a relatively
egalitarian structure, with individuals having a high degree of autonomy
and independence. Cooperation and sharing were critical for survival in
these societies, suggesting that people in these societies may have been
more naturally inclined to think and work together in a supportive and
cooperative manner. These characteristics form the basis of "people
thinking and working naturally together," a critical element of project
success.




Robert Greene, in his book "Mastery" argues that two key aspects of human
evolution have been critical to human success: social forces and vision. Greene
writes that our social nature flows from multiple human capabilities:





	
Advanced language abilities.



	
Ability to form complex social networks.



	
Capacity for empathy and altruism.



	
Ability to work together to solve problems.








All of these must be nurtured and fostered in our project environments
to maximise the benefit of a group endeavour.




Our advanced visual capabilities have allowed us to create and innovate in ways that
are unique to our species. By leveraging our social nature and advanced
cognitive abilities, we can overcome obstacles, push the boundaries of
what is possible, and achieve greatness.




Applying these insights to project teams, we can see the potential
benefits of creating a culture that promotes "people thinking and
working naturally together." By leveraging the natural dynamics of
group behaviour, we automatically enable an environment that displays
cooperation, communication, and social learning. Understanding these two
aspects of human evolution can unlock our full potential and help us
achieve mastery in our chosen fields.





Then we invented companies, and threw it all away (~500 years).


But why are these characteristics so hard to develop now, and why are
they so scarce? This is a complex question with many answers, but the
essence is that they have been trained out of us for hundreds of years.




The establishment of modern corporations was based on the need for
long-term predictability and outcomes for investors, which required
very focused control of human work and behaviour over long periods.




In a nutshell, the last 500 years of organisational development,
and the political support required to enable it, have
trained people to suppress these innate human tendencies.




While organisations give lip service to the value of these
characteristics, very few honestly want them working at scale.





Now, we’re trying to build it back (50-100 years)


The Agile Manifesto wasn’t the begining of our attempt to reclaim
our innate human ability to operate in an agile fashion. Depending
on who is measuring what aspect of human society this process began
in the late 19th century and was accelerated by the devastating
armed conflicts of the 20th century.




And more recently in 2022 and 2023, after the enormity of Covid-19’s
impacts on our society, it is interesting to hear the shrill demands
of organisations insisting that workers return to the office, to be -
once again - observed and managed in our work.




This imperative is far too important to think about it being only
about software development, or a collection of methodologies,
however funky their brand names sound. You’d better
take an interest in this because it will determine the future
of work.






The Bottom Line


Two million years of agile practice must have taught us something! By
understanding the importance of "people thinking and working
naturally together," project managers can foster a culture that
maximises the potential of their teams, ultimately leading to project
success.





The Tags


#projectsuccess, #socialforces, #principlesofprojectsuccess,
#agilemanifesto, #humanbonding, #agency, #autonomy, #socialnetworks,
#sharedmentalmodels











# 2. Successful projects? We’ve got both kinds!
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The Axiom


There are only two kinds of successful projects: sponsor signed off and explicitly shut down.





The TL;DR


The concept of successful projects is remarkably prominent in the project
management narrative. You will find copious quantities of material
about success factors and successful projects in books and blogs. But much of it is
noise. In reality, there are only two kinds of successful projects. In
the first kind, the Sponsor / Key Stakeholders decide that the project
is a success. Not only are they happy to “sign off” on the project,
but are willing to say so to their peers and promote the project
as a success to stakeholders. In the second kind, stakeholders promptly shut
down projects that are obviously not the first kind. All other projects
are unsuccessful projects!





The Back Story


The unbearable lightness of value


Most projects prioritise deliverables over the desired outcome. Not
only are projects focused on deliverables, but the project team rarely
has a clear understanding of the business benefit.




This is not surprising: often the real business benefit is frustratingly
fuzzy to all stakeholders. It’s something that emerges over time.




But most project team members are builders, and it’s difficult to
code something fuzzy. Until AI came along anyway, but that’s a different
story.




(Note: if you’re interested in AI and Project Management, please check out my
book called
“Adam On: Advanced ChatGPT for Agile Project Management”
for a detailed look at how to apply Generative Artificial Intelligence
to your projects, using OpenAI’s ChatGPT.)




For more of Adam’s publications see the page: “More from Adam Russell”




And so when the goal is fuzzy, our brains switch focus to things that are
definite: in projects these are the deliverables.




The conventional narrative of projects is that they are systems of concrete
processes, inputs and outputs. But projects
are about the “art of the possible”; how can we craft something of
value in the face of uncertainty? In another axiom, we see projects
are a “bridge to an unknown future” because we rarely know the result.
Please see the axiom “# 24. A project is a bridge”
for the origin of this concept.





The rolling assessment of value


The problem of a deliverables focus is that - as we see time and time again -
deliverables mean nothing if they don’t enable business value. But if
you don’t know the final business value until late in the project,
how do you avoid the “deliverables myopia” that affects most projects?




The answer is a rolling assessment of value and working with as detailed
a view of end-state value as possible. You relentlessly assess
the value that the project can bring to your stakeholders. You recalculate
the value approximation whenever the project undergoes changes,
such as delays or finding new knowledge about the problem domain.





Responsibility for value assessment


As PMs, we balance this rolling assessment of what is achievable against the likely
cost which you can use to assess the project’s viability. But
who makes that judgement? It’s not the project manager or project team. The
responsibility for reassessing the expected enabled value lies with
the project sponsor and other key stakeholders.




The project manager and team can play a significant role in this value
assessment.




Effective stakeholder management involves managing expectations
and proactively seeking hidden value. You can ensure a successful
and satisfying project conclusion by co-creating value
that wasn’t immediately apparent.






“Just because something doesn't do what you planned it to do doesn't mean it's useless.” — Thomas Alva Edison









Bringing home the bacon


How do we bring a project to a close? Is it through a
“project finalisation process”? No. Your sponsor brings
the project to a close, preferably on your recommendation.




Ultimately, whatever projects or deliverables your sponsor “signs off” are
deemed successful.




And I don’t mean the salesperson-style “you hold the pen and I’ll move the
paper” sign-off - one in which the sponsor is persuaded, cajoled or
even forced with a "pistol to their heads".





Type 1 successful projects


Type 1 successful projects are characterised by the sponsor’s genuine
satisfaction with the outcome, even if it deviates from the
original objectives. The sponsor provides a whole-hearted sign-off
and is enthusiastic about promoting the project to their
stakeholders and yours.




Ideally, there is a significant alignment between original expectations
and eventual results, so the Type 1 success result is unsurprising.




But sometimes, the sponsor or end users get more than they expected or find
an unexpected benefit from the project and see a successful outcome. Achieving
a “Phase 1” output grows everyone's understanding of later
phases as being unachievable or too risky. A successful project result
can include cancelling “Phase 2” or beyond. The sponsor often sees this
outcome as “dodging a bullet”.





Type 2 successful projects


The other type of project success (Type 2) occurs when stakeholders
explicitly decide to shut down a project because they recognise
that achieving Type 1 success is not feasible.




Type 2 successes do not include the projects where we
agree to narrow the objectives but still have a positive outcome.




You might wonder why this is considered a success. The answer is
twofold:




First: avoided cost. Projects that will produce no beneficial result
but are shut down early to avoid as much expenditure as possible.




Second: - and most important - it demonstrates a process success in
managing the project and the relationship between the project
team and the key stakeholders. Not only do we know enough about the
project to make these decisions, but we also have a positive and open
relationship with our stakeholders so that we can make these decisions
and move on.





The project kill switch


In his August 2021 email newsletter, renowned agile author
Mike Cohn called this concept the "Project Kill Switch."
He explained:






“To avoid letting the scope creep up to where it does take [xx] months
to deliver, you should set a kill switch at the very start of the
project. If a kill switch is triggered, the project is cancelled.” —
Mike Cohn in a subscriber email.








Mike’s example of a type 2 successful project:






“a minimum viable product that doesn’t achieve a certain goal—which
could be usage, revenue, attention, or any of a number of other metrics.
In this case, the kill switch could trigger cancelling the project
outright or merely pivoting.” - Mike Cohn








But how do you work out when to trigger the kill switch?





The right way to estimate projects for success of either type


By understanding the value equation of your project, which includes
the realisable value generated over time, you can determine the
appropriate level of investment required to sustain that value.




This equation is fundamental investment analysis.




This analysis will give you the maximum budget your organisation is willing to invest
to derive the value that your project plans to enable. Beyond this, your project
is irrecoverably in the red. But you wouldn’t want to use anything near that maximum.
Your total budget for the entire project should be set at something less. From this budget
you can also derive the component budgets for critical subsets of the budget, e.g., a
prototype or MVP.




These financial targets serve as one trigger for your kill switch. If the project
exceeds the predetermined sunk cost metric without achieving the required level
of completion, it is a sign to trigger the kill switch and terminate the project.




The other kill switch trigger is stakeholder confidence: if you lose
the confidence of your key stakeholders, your project is a “dead
man walking.”






The Bottom Line


The conventional measure of project success is meeting original
expectations. However, this definition does not consider
the numerous changes and variations that can arise during
the project lifecycle. In reality, successful projects
encompass not only those that meet the initial expectations,
but also those that encompass multiple other achievements.





The Tags


#projectsuccess, #successfulprojects, #twokinds, #enablement,
#stakeholders, #stakeholdermanagement, #projectkillswitch, #mikecohn,
#thomasalvaedison, #fastfail, #mvp, #prototype











# 3. Why do projects fail?
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The Axiom


Projects fail because we make them fail!





The TL;DR


Projects fail because we make them fail! We know how to do good
projects, yet we choose not to do them. In other words, the most common
cause of project failure is our own actions and decisions. Projects
continue to fail despite the widespread use of Agile methodologies
and project management education. This suggests that there are
underlying reasons why we choose not to implement successful
project practices. The root cause is often generic,
such as not engaging the right people with the right skillsets, not
validating vendor assertions, starting projects without knowing
requirements, and not having the proper governance. We make our projects
fail by not addressing these fundamental problems. It's not easy, but
unless we do, we'll continue to perpetuate Cobb's Paradox.





The Back Story


What is Cobb's Paradox? Who is Cobb and why is this “paradox”
paramount to successful project management.




Cobbs Paradox


In 1995, Martin Cobb introduced "Cobb’s Law," also referred to as the
"Cobb Paradox." This law highlights the perplexing question of why
projects continue to fail despite our understanding of the reasons
behind their failure.






“We know why [programs] fail; we know how to prevent their failure—so why do they still fail?” - Martin Cobb (1995)








Martin Cobb was the Chief Information Officer (CIO) for the Secretariat
of the Treasury Board of Canada. Cobb gave an oral presentation to CHAOS
University in 1995, at which the Standish Group analysed the top ten
most complex IT projects they had studied in the previous year (1994).
Of these ten projects:






“… eight were over schedule, on average, by a factor of 1.6 and over
budget by a factor of 1.9; the other two were cancelled and never
delivered anything.” — J.W. Carl and G.R. Freeman, 2010 in
“Nonstationary root causes of Cobb's paradox.”









Extending the Paradox


Carl and Freeman's analysis is significant as it distinguishes
between “stationary” and “nonstationary” environmental factors in a
project, shedding light on the challenges faced by project management.
A “nonstationary” factor changes over time, whereas a stationary
factor does not change other than perhaps to reduce in intensity due to
conscious effort by the project team.






“Nonstationary environmental factors prevent requirements from being
established early with the thought that they will not change. They will
certainly change independent of the degree of discipline and process
maturity on the part of the system developer.” — J.W. Carl and G.R.
Freeman, 2010. “Nonstationary root causes of Cobb's paradox.”








In recognising nonstationary project factors, we see the genesis of
Agile lifecycle models and the numerous questions they asked traditional
project management. But, to this day, we still have the same puzzle:
projects fail despite the massive growth of project management education
and the pervasive use of Agile methodologies.





It’s not random


Despite having access to extensive information on the root causes of
project failure, projects still fail or face significant challenges.
This raises the question of why projects continue to fail
despite the existence of methodologies, tools, and techniques
aimed at preventing failure.




It’s almost as if we deliberately set out to fail by setting up and
running projects based on concepts that we know will result in failure.




Again, we ask, “Why”?




The answer is that most projects fail because we make them fail.




We make projects fail by doing the things we know - or should know - will
impair them. Or we make projects fail by omitting the things we know will
feed success. Projects are still being run by teams and stakeholders who
ignore the fundamental truths at the foundation of project success. Projects
still get funding based on crazy premises.




This proposition on project failure is not a segue into a debate about
Agile vs traditional projects. I’m not talking about adopting some
methodology or other as some “silver bullet”. In fact that debate
is a positive indicator of teams that will make their projects fail.





How do we make them fail?


Many sins of commission and omission can lead to project failure
or hinder their progress. These include:





	
Not engaging people with the right skillsets and enough of them.




	
Accepting vendor assertions about product capabilities without
sufficient validation.




	
Starting projects without knowing even the most basic requirements, having a vision
or knowing how to develop either of these.




	
Believing that a vendor or software package will reverse engineer your requirements for you.




	
Buying and rolling out tools and methodologies we don’t understand
or can’t use.




	
Forming (and imposing) arbitrary timeline or cost constraints.




	
Operating only in the solution or technical space and ignoring the problem / business domain.




	
Not having the proper governance to help steer the project through
difficulties.




	
Not asking the hard objective questions that cut through the BS.




	
Not engaging with user stakeholders and users and creating a sense
of engagement and accountability.




	
Reliance on simplistic ceremonies or process artifacts as if they were
“magic potions” that can change the world simply by saying their
names.




	
Allowing or even facilitating ineffective team dynamics that result
in team dysfunction.









I could go on and on - we haven’t really scratched the surface of these
project impacting issues.




By not addressing these fundamental problems, we make our projects fail.




In my experience, the number of projects that fail for these and similar reasons
overwhelmingly outweighs projects that failed due to some “Black Swan” event
or terminal change. Of course these happen, but not so many.





False choices


The root cause of all this - apart from ignorance (wilful or otherwise) - is
that decisions are made based on stereotypes, memes and false dichotomies.




One of the most detrimental false dichotomies in project management is
the belief that projects must choose between being fast and nimble or slow
and process-driven.




This false trade-off can lead to dysfunctional behaviours, for example if teams (and their managers)
believe that they know best and don’t need to consult
with business users about requirements. Or they develop the mindset that any form of process or
formal technique will only “slow the project down” and “get bogged in red tape”.




There are plenty of examples where that sort of thing happens,
painful process mapping or requirements elicitation sessions that nobody uses or
poor testing constructs that consume vast amounts of time and money with little
effect on overall quality. These memes are fed by real experience.




But these examples are just more cases of doing things wrong, or worse, doing
things dumb.




All that this type of approach proves is that there is a real dichotomy - the
range of behaviour between “smart” and “dumb” - and that they are on the “dumb”
end of it.





Pros and Cons of different lifecycle models


While there are debates about the pros and cons of different lifecycle
models and project structures, it is crucial to focus on the core truths
that underpin successful project management. I hope (and believe) that
this collection of axioms distills some of those core truths.




It’s really pretty simple.




Projects that are conceived or executed badly or stupidly tend to end
badly or stupidly.






The Bottom Line


Despite the belief that we have made progress in ensuring project
success, projects continue to fail because of common mistakes
and oversights. I’m sure many practitioners think that in 2023
and beyond, we’ve taken steps to ensure every project succeeds. Sadly,
it’s not very sexy or easy to address these fundamental factors. But
unless you do, you will just be promoting
Cobb’s Paradox for future projects and generations of project managers.
Don’t do it.





The Tags


#projectfailure, #projectsuccess, #cobbslaw, #cobbsparadox,
#projectmanagementapproach, #failureaccountability, #martincobb,
#chaosreport, #jwcarl, #grfreeman, #stationarycauses











# 4. If you want your project to succeed, move your ass!
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The Axiom


Elapsed time is the most significant source of risk in most projects.





The TL;DR


Projects are complex beasts that require careful management to ensure
their success. Elapsed time is one of the most significant factors
impacting project success.




Time is not just a measure of duration but
also a proxy for many other risk factors, such as changing project
scope, external factors, lack of resources, and ineffective project
management practices.




In this post, we will explore aspects of elapsed time and the risks
that accrue as time goes by. We’ll also look at the detrimental effect
of the S-Curve concept, and use the ideas behind Critical Chain Scheduling
to illustrate the problem.





The Back Story


Projects are such complex beasts that any mathematical model would be
enormously challenging to calculate and understand. But we can simplify
the complexity by using approximations and simpler models.




The probability of success


A good place to start is basic probability of success over time.




Let's start by considering the example of a coin toss: the simplest
probability model - at least in concept. We know that the notional
probability of getting heads or tails is approximately even - 50%. If you toss a
coin 1000 times in a row, the likelihood of getting a head on the last
toss is precisely the same as on the first. However, the probability of
getting a particular sequence of heads and tails over a 1000-toss series
is tiny: 2 to the 1000th power.




Similarly, in project management, time is a measure of probability.
Every day is a coin-toss that a risk event will or won’t occur. Imagine
that a “head” coin toss is that the risk event doesn’t occur. So, if
you toss a “tail” you get a risk event. In many cases the probability
of risk events is much less than 50%, but there are far more events.
So, conceptually, you are daily tossing hundreds, thousands or more
“risk event coins” hoping for a “head” on each one, each and every day.




The longer a project takes, the more “risk event coins” you have to toss,
and the greater the likelihood of you tossing some tails and something going
wrong.




If we extend the thought experiment a little, your risk event profile
consists of many potential events with a wide range of probabilities
and a wide range of impacts. You’re pretty sure that some of those
“risk event coins” will come down tails, but you’re hoping that
they are all low-impact events.




A project that takes six months is more likely to face unexpected
challenges than a project that takes three months. Therefore, reducing
elapsed time can help reduce the likelihood of project failure.




You might think that time is only one risk out of many, but it has its
unique dynamic and is a proxy for many other types of risk. One example
of a contributor to project delays is the “S-Curve”.





S-Curve is a false concept


The S-Curve is a well-known concept in project management that suggests
that the project starts slowly and gains momentum over time. Strictly
speaking, the S-Curve tracks project expenditure — one of its many
weaknesses — and is based on an outdated concept that maps expenditure
to value. But it’s so common in project management as to be a meme taken
at face value. The S-Curve can be misleading in its abstract form,
leading to a false sense of security. In reality, the early stages of
the project are often the most critical in terms of defining scope,
identifying risks, and establishing a solid foundation for project
success.




In my opinion, engagement of the critical business and technical
resources immediately at the start of a project is more urgent and vital
than later. This urgency is because the number and size of the unknown
are much more significant at the beginning, and assumptions about
business value and technological capability must be validated as early
as possible. My experience tells me that these assumptions are
frequently invalid in whole or in part. Unless these errors are removed
early on, they become part of the team's and stakeholders'
incorporated expectations.




For a different perspective on the S-Curve, refer to Axiom
“# 91. Forget all about the S-Curve!” in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”,





Critical Chain Scheduling as a reference concept


Critical Chain Scheduling (CCS) is one approach that directly highlights
the elapsed time issue.




I’m not introducing CCS to sell a technique but to use its approach to
illustrate the elapsed time risk to projects. Amongst other aspects of
CCS is that it requires teams to build a baseline schedule and then
halve the elapsed time of their tasks and hand that time back to the
project manager. The premise behind this is that all baseline schedules,
no matter how many times they’ve been reviewed, are overestimated,
specifically:





	
Every estimated task includes a hidden buffer, whether deliberate or
accidental.




	
Every project is over-scoped.









The project manager retains the 50% buffer in CCS, and the published
project completion date remains per the baseline schedule. If teams have
problems with their CCS schedule, the PM has a cushion to assign them
after a detailed review of the delay causes.




As with many techniques, you can follow them religiously or use them to
get accurate alignment and visibility. From my perspective - the reason
for raising it here is- the latter.




So, if you are looking at alternative solutions or project approaches,
and all other things being equal, choose the option that results in
the shortest duration. And when you are running the project, do everything
you can to drive it forward quickly. Always assuming, of course, that you
want the project to complete.






The Bottom Line


A project is far more complex than a series of coin tosses. And as
Project managers, we think we have a level of control over the outcome
that will help improve our chances of success. But in reality, we know
far less in practice than we think. The tools and processes give us a
sense of "false concreteness" that disguises the variability that
lives underneath the surface. The biggest thing you can do to control
the outcome is to reduce the number of coin tosses, i.e., reduce your
duration. So, keep your projects short and sharp, and you massively
increase their chances of success. Or, to put it bluntly: "Move your
ass."
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On Projects and Project Management


The concept of a ‘project’ varies widely depending on your perspective
on industry, profession and even general life paradigm. A formally
trained professional project manager sees projects in one way, and an
Agile-certified practitioner sees them entirely differently.




Dozens of definitions of ‘project’ are phrased to further the interests
of a particular perspective.




Yet the concept of a ‘project’ at its most generic is the seminal
organising framework for all human goal-seeking endeavours. Projects are
the natural way people think and work together.




# 5. The power of the dog.
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The Axiom


The power of a model or concept is inversely proportional to its variant count.





The TL;DR


Various concepts and ideas pervade traditional and Agile project
management, some interesting and others weak. We also find that some
ideas have many variations, such as the definition of a project or
the "Iron Triangle". Why is this, and how does this eventuate? One
answer is the use of "memetics" to analyse units of cultural information
("memes"). By comparing genetic variations with adaptive memes, these
units of cultural knowledge can help their "owners" succeed in an
organisational context. Groups of cooperating memes - "memeplexes" -
ensure the survival and propagation of multiple memes. I observe that
highly adaptive memes have few variants, regardless of their accuracy.
The “Iron Triangle” and the definition of a project are ideas with many
variants and are less potent. Tuckman's Model of Team Formation is a
successful meme. Relying on strong but inaccurate memes can derail
project success.





The Back Story


Why do some ideas stay around for years, but others die out or splinter
into multiple variations that are each less successful than the
original? And why are the concepts that sometimes thrive turn out to be
flaky, incorrect, or even mythical?




Memes and the Memeplex


Stephen J Whitty (Whitty, 2011) hypothesises that ideas can be like genes in biological
evolution: they can help or hinder their “owner” to compete in their
respective environments. Adaptive genetic variations enhance the
survival and reproduction of their "host" organisms in their
environment. Memes - or cultural information units - are
adaptive when they contribute to the success of their owners and are subsequently transmitted to others. Such
transmission often occurs when the holder of the meme holds authority or
influence.




Whitty describes “memeplexes” as collections of memes that work together
to ensure their survival and propagation. The field of Project
Management appears to be one such “memeplex”.




The evidence of a strongly adaptive gene is that it passes from
generation to generation largely intact. Weak genes
are removed from a population quite quickly when their "owners" fall to
competition. And in the middle are genes that are not strong enough to
survive but which spawn variations in an attempt to find a more
adaptive form.




Such is the case with an evolutionary view of memes.





An Example - Tuckman on Team Formation


This example might be the most successful meme ever given that it transcends
project management and is used in every field of human activity where small teams
form.




This is Tuckman’s Model of Team Formation. If you’ve ever investigated or
studied team formation, Tuckman’s model will be familiar to you.



[image: ]Figure 1. Tuckmans Team Formation Phases (Source: Knight, 2007)


Sometimes called the “Tuckman Ladder, the model proposes teams must pass
through several distinct stages on the journey from “just formed” to “high efficacy”.
These stages are called “Forming”, “Storming”, “Norming”, and “Performing”.




Tuckman’s model has been remarkably successful in business circles since it was
coined over 50 years ago. It has become so popular that it is accepted
as fact in most management circles. It was even included in the Project
Management Institute’s PMBOK Edition 7 as a Project Team development
model. This model has few variants; the most significant variant is an addition
(the “Adjourning” stage) that Tuckman proposed himself.




The enormous success of this “meme” comes although Tuckman developed
this theory based on literature research with no direct, hands-on research
of his own. According to one paper (Bonebright, 2010), the model was the result of an assignment
given to Tuckman by his supervisor at the Naval Medical Research Centre in Bethesda,
Maryland, who had collected articles on group development and asked him to review them.




The original names for these stages were unexciting to everyday readers: "1)
testing and dependence, 2) intragroup conflict,
3) development of group cohesion, and 4) functional role relatedness" (Tuckman and Jensen 1977). Tuckman created
the simplified names in the article summary. Tuckman himself called out the
limitations of the study in a follow-up paper, Tuckman and Jensen (1977). In addition,
the model hasn’t been replicated by any other researcher since. One study (Knight, 2007)
clearly identified that small-group behaviour did not follow the pattern defined
by Tuckman. The diagram below shows two distinct activities of “Forming” and “Performing”
as per the theory, but also shows “Storming” as a more or less constant background activity,
and “Norming” also tracks in parallel to most activities.



[image: ]Figure 2. Teaming activities mapped to Tuckman Phases (Source: Knight, 2007)


So, with all these factors that limit the applicability of Tuckman’s model,
why has it become so pervasive? This is the power of a meme to survive, created
by the following attributes:





	
Simple concepts (compare the one-word names to the original academic titles).



	
Easy to explain to others (critical).



	
Plausible (it sounds reasonable).



	
When explained and applied, it is adaptive for the explainer.








These four attributes explain why other concepts have succeeded, even
if they were sub-optimal or even wrong.




For more on team formation, see the axioms,
“# 47. How do teams self-organise?”
and
“# 56. Invest in alignment!”.




I have gone into some detail on Tuckman to illustrate the memetic evolutionary concept:
ideas can be successful because they are adaptive for their “owners” not because
they are core truths. In other words, in the management domains where Tuckman had
most applicability, the people who used, promoted, built upon and distributed
survived and thrived in their domain.





Project Management Memes


Having described one example in detail above, I hope the concept is clear. In this
section I’ll just touch on some of the obvious project management memes.




The "memeplex" project management includes dozens — if not
hundreds of memes cooperating and competing for survival.




The first example of a project management meme is not the strongest
but it’s where most people start: the definition of a project.





	
Definition of a Project








The PMI standard definition of a project has been around
for years and is compact and straightforward. But there are many other
definitions - thirty (30) or more that are used in different places.




It would be adaptive if this concept — “meme” — of a project construct
were strong. According to the memetic evolutionary perspective, one interpretation is
that the “project” meme is strong enough to survive but not strong
enough to survive unchanged: it has adapted over time in a struggle to
find a more adaptive form.





	
The Iron Triangle








Another example is the "Iron Triangle". If you google this meme, you’ll find dozens
of variations, each presumably created by a practitioner who felt
that existing versions didn’t meet their needs or match their
lived experience.





	
"The Waterfall Lifecycle"








Waterfall is another meme. Single-pass Waterfall became
the dominant lifecycle methodology for decades and is still in use today. This
despite the huge body of work that showed that it did not work. Iterative and Incremental
Development was widespread before management became so enamoured with Waterfall. For more
information on why the Waterfall model is wrong, see the axiom,
“# 97. What if there never was a ‘Waterfall’?” in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”.





	
Work Breakdown Structure








The "Work Breakdown Structure" is another one yet again - it still
hasn’t recovered from the “work really means product”
repositioning - probably because all the examples include work and other
elements.





	
The S-Curve








And the "S-Curve" has so many variants that it’s hard to understand what
it is trying to achieve. It is based on the premise that financial expenditure
is a proxy for project completeness, and originated in population studies in ecology.
You can read more about this in the axiom,
“# 91. Forget all about the S-Curve!?” in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”.





Broader Management Memes


If we want to abstract a little from project management tools,
Whitty (2011) enumerates an entire collection of management memes
that derive from Puritan beliefs and ethics, including:





	
the Protestant Work Ethic.



	
Managerialism.



	
Reductionism.



	
Efficiency (and from that we derive Productivity).








Each of these memes spall into an enormous set of variations, doctrinal schisms,
and factional interpretations. The adaptive strengths of these memes is demonstrated by
their continued prominence in the management narrative.






The Bottom Line


The scarcity of variants often indicates the power and influence of an
idea — a “meme”. However, this does not mean that it is correct. Tuckman’s
model was founded on little or no research and has not been replicated
by other researchers. And yet it has withstood the test of time. If we
base our planning and execution of projects on strong memes that prove
wrong, is it any wonder that our projects go awry?
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# 6. What is a project?
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The Axiom


A project is any endeavour established to enable an outcome, as, when and how determined by its stakeholders.





The TL;DR


The only thing fixed about the definition of a project is that set up to
enable an outcome, and everything else is determined by its context and
stakeholders. In the traditional project management narrative, we must do
projects in a specific way. They must be “one-off” or structured,
have a project manager, or conform to the “Iron Triangle”. However, despite
this fixed perspective of a "project," there are dozens of definitions of
the term. Still, none are generic enough to include all goal-oriented human
endeavours. This axiom defines the project without all the methodological
scaffolding. Projects must be infinitely flexible in their setup and execution to
address a limitless range of problems combined with an endless combination
of people and circumstances.





The Back Story


For some PMs and stakeholders, there is only one standard definition of a project. For others,
there are many, which range from the highly specific to the most broad
and unconventional.




Perhaps having an agreed definition is unimportant and not
worth the effort and mental aggravation. From my perspective, having
one definition is useful, but not critical to project success.




But, if you have a definition that you live by, then it is important that you understand
why you believe this definition to be true.




The “Gold Standard” - or is it?


The PMI standard definition of a project has been around for years:






“A temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique product, service or
result” — Project Management Institute in PMBOK Ed 7








This definition appears compact and straightforward, but it is bound into
the traditional view of a project. Two simple words lock this definition
into the entire historical body of knowledge. The words "temporary" and
"unique" bind this simple definition into a vast cascading set of other
definitions, assumptions, and implications for managing projects.




For example, "temporary" locks in the concept that project resources
are only ever assigned while their skills and efforts are required. The term
"unique" ties down the idea of a project into “one-off” outputs that
are not repetitive.




These and other linked concepts come as one bound-together “lump”
you must accept. They are founded on the need to differentiate
project management as a distinct management practice. Those
promoting project management needed to differentiate their newly
emerging discipline from other management disciplines by creating
wedges that split existing concepts into two categories: “general management”
and “project management”.




However, strategic usefulness does not equate to correctness or value.





Do we really need 30+ definitions of “Project”


A personal rule of thumb about concepts is that the less understood they
are, the more alternative definitions or representations there will be
for the concept. I expand on this in the axiom “# 5. The power of the dog”.




The concept of "project" and, by extension, that of "project management"
is a prime example.




Look through the definitions in Max Wideman’s “Project Management
Glossary”,
which lists thirty-four of them when I last looked. Pick up any book
on project management: you’re just as likely to find a new one as one
of Max’s. Not only does the collection highlight the vast diversity of
definitions, but Max also provides helpful editorial commentary and
an interesting analysis of the origins of many of these terms.




This collection of definitions is only those arising from plan-based or
“traditional” project management.




Do we need thirty or more definitions for the term “project”? Most of these
definitions are similar; some are interesting or even weird. But
they all use many elements that are not definitional. Most seem to pack
as much into the definition to nail down some specific vision.




Are all these definitions talking about the same thing?





Creating an unbound definition


Creating a definition of "project" that is not bound into specific
interests and stands alone is very simple. Just remove
all the project-specific attributes, domain terminology, and methodological
vested interests. And this is what you get:




Any endeavour established to enable an outcome.




Add in the necessity that your stakeholders determine almost every
aspect of any project: how it executes, what it builds and its
lifecycle model.




Thus, we have this final definition (and this axiom):




A project is any endeavour established to enable an outcome, as, when and how determined by its stakeholders.




This definition aligns very much with the Contingency model
of projects: there is no fixed or perfect approach. Construct
the project according to need and context. This contingent
definition of what is needed for each specific project is co-constructed
by its stakeholders.




It’s that simple, and that’s all you need to describe and differentiate
projects from other human activities.




Projects then and now range in size, complexity, and the underlying
materials used to deliver the results, be it whale carcass products,
steel, or software. A project could be as simple as weeding a garden or
vast and complex: a minutely planned and controlled endeavour that will
launch the next mission to Mars (and bring them back), lasting over
decades.




If you think about your experiences in everyday life, you’ll quickly
identify many projects you routinely carry out that are not
considered projects according to traditional definitions, but which
naturally fall into the definition in this axiom.




What makes a project is not project management tools and processes. Social
forces, societal history, and knowledge enabled a collective endeavour in
which people thought and worked naturally together. These are the common
elements of all projects.




You can always add the tools and processes if you find you need them.





A whimsical definition


After looking at all the detail and practice-technicalities, I want to leave you
with this whimsical definition from Max Wideman:




"a chaotic venture to some unknown destination - a randomised voyage of
discovery with a total absence of management" - Max Wideman




If Max’s contention is correct, which I believe it to be, anything can
be a project.




What do you think?






The Bottom Line


We don’t lose anything with this definition, which includes all
traditional projects, agile initiatives, and any different endeavours to
which we want to apply project management perspectives, techniques, and
tools. It makes simple projects easy and complex ones possible.
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# 7. Be the right kind of project manager.
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The Axiom


Be the kind of project manager who believes their job is to enable successful outcomes for their stakeholders.





The TL;DR


Project managers and the people they work with think of the PM in terms of
many specialised aspects of their work, e.g. what lifecycle model they work in ("an Agile Project Manager"), or
the software package they work with ("an Oracle Finance Project Manager"), or
the domain practice they build solutions for ("a CyberSecurity Project Manager")
and so on. But at the most fundamental level, there are only two kinds of project managers.
Firstly, those who believe their job is to operate a process called
"project management" and, secondly, those who think their job
is to enable successful outcomes for their Sponsors and Stakeholders. Be the second kind.





The Back Story


There are many different kinds of project manager measured in all
variety of dimensions: nationality, personal style, levels of experience,
and many more.




But where it counts most, the world is divided neatly into two types.




Why do many project managers focus on tools and processes?


Why are so many project managers prone to focus on processes, tools, and
outputs instead of people and outcomes?




This question never really goes away.




It could be because that’s how project management was framed way back
when it was carved out of the general management domain. The mechanism
for defining project management was to express it through processes. But
were the people who created those frameworks doing it because that was
the way project management worked naturally? Or was it because their
mindsets — their dominant “Paradigm Zero” — inclined that way?





Paradigm Zero may explain why


I define “Paradigm Zero” as the most fundamental paradigm anyone adopts:
it is used to view reality and knowledge. Please refer to the axiom
“# 113. What is Your approach to documentation?”
in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”,
for more information about
“Paradigm Zero”. In summary, people with a “Hard” Paradigm Zero believe
that reality is fixed and context-free and that all knowledge
pre-exists, waiting to be discovered. On the other hand, people at the
other end of this spectrum believe that reality is not fixed but depends
on the context and that knowledge is co-created with other people. I
describe these folks as having a “Soft” Paradigm Zero.




In any case, the vast bulk of material written or said about project
management supports the “Hard Paradigm Zero”, and this pretty much
defines the landscape of project management.




There have been changes since Agile was born and became successful.
Twenty years of market success, academic research and practitioner
experience have pushed project management towards the “Soft” end of the
Paradigm Zero scale. Except that the traditional authors of the project
management narrative still frame “soft” characteristics in “hard” ways -
it’s like they can’t help themselves.





Simplified, normative training drives the “hard” perspective.


Why is this?




I think it is driven partly by historical inertia and partly due to the
explosion in the certification business.




The economic engine of certification demands more customers to continue
its growth. The best marketing tool is a proliferation of successful
candidates. So, the courses must have a reasonably high pass rate. Not
everyone, of course, but enough to make it attractive. So students develop
high expectations of passing and getting their “cert”.




As numbers grow, the accreditation delivery needs to be more
streamlined. More resources move online and adapt to the needs of the
engine. Online examinations require relatively simple test models:
multiple-choice answers and open-ended text responses usually need more
time and expensive resources to assess.




So, the content that supports the course material - which professoinal
associations call “Bodies of Knowledge” or “Standards” have to change
their intent. Their purpose becomes less about how to solve project
management problems and more about defining the boundaries of a profession.
And the professional boundaries define certification as a significant
element of qualification. So, these bodies of knowledge evolve away
from solving real-world, messy problems and more towards simplified
and generic use cases. To support the certification process, the content
must converge students concepts not diverge - it must be both "learnable"
and "testable".




The material that makes up professional standards adapts to the needs of
certification exams, and it becomes more codified and prescriptive.
Nuances and complexity are lost, replaced by long lists of simple
statements and learnable facts.




What do we end up with? A body of knowledge more designed to support
a lucrative certification process with reasonably high pass rate expectations.
Employers look to these certifications as evidence of competence, which
drives a “signalling” process in job candidates who believe they must
highlight their certifications to improve their job prospects. As these
credentials appear more often as job requirements, more candidates are
driven to sign up to a course.




So, the certification tail wags the process guideline dog.






The Bottom Line


Anecdotally and in my experience, this is borne out by the project
managers I see who emphasise this axiom. The project manager who
wants to operate a methodology or framework will never be able to
deal with the complexities of real-world projects. The other
kind of project manager sees their role to enable
their Sponsor’s value ideas. They may also know methodology or framework
but only care about them if they help achieve the goal.
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# 8. Practice Minimal Responsible Intervention.
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The Axiom


The overriding management principle for a Project Manager must be Minimum Responsible Intervention.





The TL;DR


Project Managers are trained to manage: to exert influence, to persuade,
to direct, to intervene. They often see themselves as the centre of the
endeavour; the “CEO” of the project. However, project managers should be slow
to insert themselves into the team’s working processes unless required.
Only suggest — and if necessary, inject — tools or techniques when they offer specific benefits to the
project team, and there is no alternative way to achieve a particular outcome
in the project. Trust your team's abilities — and their ability to
evolve and grow — but support them when needed. This practice is called
Minimum Responsible Intervention (MRI).





The Back Story


Many Project Managers (PMs) insert themselves into their team's activities
and decisions. Sometimes, PMs cannot help themselves. But
one attribute of an excellent Project Manager is someone who only intervenes
when necessary.




This axiom is expanded in
“# 9. The last resort custodian”.




What is Minimum Responsible Intervention?


Minimum Responsible Intervention (MRI) is a management approach that
encourages and facilitates teams to work together effectively and
efficiently using their innate abilities. Managers should be slow to
intervene in the team's processes and be there to support when needed.
Any tools, techniques, or guidance injected by a PM should only happen
when there's a clear value proposition for their addition to the
project.




I often tell my teams, "Your productivity goes up when I leave the
room." This statement, half-serious and half-joking, highlights the
core idea behind MRI — giving teams the space to grow and excel on
their terms.




MRI fosters an environment where team members can naturally think and
work together, leveraging their complementary strengths and allowing
social bonding and ethical principles to guide their collaboration.





What is Intervention?


“Intervention” is the project manager injecting themselves into the
day-to-day working of a team. In many projects, Project Managers
intervene with their teams frequently and in multiple ways. The
traditional concept of “managing” is founded on intervention — how
managers interact with their teams to get them working on and completing
their work as agreed.




An intervention is any action a manager takes that changes the way a team
goes about its work, such as:





	
Calling a meeting to obtain the status of work.




	
Setting the priority or sequence of work, individually or for
the whole team.




	
Telling someone they should do something in a particular
way or using a specific technique or tool.




	
unilaterally deciding to hire a new person to join the team.




	
Committing the team to achieve some work in a particular timeframe, with little or no consultation.










Does Management Intervention Help the Team?


Management Intervention is common — I’m sure very few people would
say any of the above actions are uncommon.




But is intervention helpful to the team? I don’t think so. At least
not unless is has been explicitly requested by the team, or the circumstances
warrant overriding the team’s workflow.




Even if the manager has the power to do these things, the question
is whether they increase the team's efficacy. Efficacy means not
only the ability of the team to produce the desired result but also that this is
done sustainably — the team binds and grows in the process.




Once a manager intervenes on a topic or issue, the team will likely
expect the manager to take the lead. This is often
true even if the manager is less skilful than the project team or
does a worse job. Once they start “owning” - even partially - a process
or decision, then they are stuck with it. Following intervention
on a topic or issue, the team is likely the manager to take
the lead on subsequent occurences of that topic.




Often a manager - and I’d say I’ve been in this category - intervenes
because they think that they are the most highly skilled person
at a particular task, and that if they don’t do it then an
inferior quality job will be the result.




What that manager doesn’t realise is that:





	
The power of task ownership gives great motivation.



	
The satisfaction of achievement builds awesome morale.



	
There are many ways to do a task that will result in a satisfactory outcome.



	
With most jobs there is high tolerance for variance and outcome -
it simply doesn’t matter if the job is done a particular way.



	
Managers are just as susceptible to Dunning-Kruger bias about their skill levels as anyone, usually because
no-one argues when they say they will do things which bolsters their opinion of their skills.









How Can You Apply MRI to Your Project


There are four ways you can perform MRI in your projects:





	
Let the team work: Encourage the team to collaborate
and find their solutions, only stepping in when necessary.




	
Assess value: Before introducing a new tool or
technique, consider whether it adds value to the project and if the team
can manage without it.




	
Support, don't impose: Offer support and guidance when
needed, but avoid dictating how the team should work. For example,
openly communicate the idea behind MRI so that they know you’re not
ignoring them, just letting them get on with their work.




	
Evaluate and adjust: Continuously assess the team's
performance and make changes only when it contributes to project
success. See the axiom,
“# 27. The triple helix of Agile evolution.”.










Why do we need to practice MRI?


Adopting the interventionist managerial approach — the
standard project managerial style - makes you a mandatory participant in
every project process. This construct never works. Once you put your
hands on something, the team will always expect you to be involved in
that something.




Minimum Responsible Intervention is the opposite of what most Project
Managers are taught — it’s as if the concept of a PM is of someone who
“directs” the activities of the project team and stakeholders.






The Bottom Line


Remember, a manager’s first responsibility is to do no harm. If you
intervene without an explicit value proposition, you risk reducing team
efficacy and their ability to grow and learn. Minimum Responsible Intervention
emphasises the importance of trust, collaboration, and
empowering teams to leverage their natural human skills. By practising
MRI, managers can foster a productive working environment, leading to
more successful projects and team growth. Remember, as a project
manager, sometimes the best thing you can do for your team is to step
back and let them shine.
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# 9. The last resort custodian.
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The Axiom


The project manager is the last resort custodian of the outcome.





The TL;DR


The role of the project manager is traditionally described as the “CEO
of a Project”. If that terminology isn’t used explicitly, describing the
role gives a similar tone and gravitas. But the actual role of a project
manager is to enable the target outcome through the actions of others:
the project team and other stakeholders. The PM's responsibility is to
orchestrate the teams to deliver. A PM cannot deliver a project on their
own. That is, of course, unless there is a failure of accountability or
action by a team member or group. At that point, the PM must ensure the
project completes and the outcome is enabled.





The Back Story


A project is a human endeavour created to enable an outcome - see the axiom
“# 6. What is a project?”.




If that is the definition of a project then the role of the Project Manager (PM)
is to ensure that the project has the maximum chance of achieving that outcome
unless other conditions apply, for example, if the project stakeholders
decide to shut down the project.




Fulfilling the Project Manager Role


The role of a PM can be fulfilled in multiple ways. The traditional
model of a PM is a single person who is designated to perform the role.
This is the most common model you’ll find, although the role may
not be called “project manager”.




You will find different perspectives on what the role of PM should
do. One perspective is that they follow established project management
practices. Another is that they are a facilitator for a self-organising
team that decides for itself what processes it will follow. In such cases
the PM may be given a different title or role description.




The role of PM can also be shared, as in the "Decentralised Autonomous Organisation"
(DAO). The part of the PM may also be performed by someone
who is not formally designated as the PM but is merely a good influencer.




How do we unify these varying and often contradictory requirements into an
actionable strategy?





The Perfect Project Manager


For the answer, we look to a yarn written by Tom Peters on the nature of
being a project manager in 1991 called “In Search of the Perfect Project
Manager”.




Tom was recognised as a thought leader in Management practice in the
1980s when he wrote In Search of Excellence, followed by many other
books. Tom explored the nature of the Project Manager role in the early
1990s (notably well before Agile formalised itself) and was an early
advocate of the benefits of projects as change agents in organisations
— he promoted the concept that “everything is a project”.




I remember reading this article sometime in the mid-1990s, and I think
it was around when I worked at Hewlett-Packard. It was one of the
turning points in my career as it sought to define Project Management
outside the bounds of traditional frameworks such as PMBOK and as an
everyday business process.




Amongst other things, I decided that I could reach the goal of being
this “Perfect Project Manager” and that it was a worthwhile objective to
pursue.




This extract sets the context beautifully:






"But as "project" and "network" become the norm, "who's in
charge?" becomes problematic. Everyone needs to learn to work in teams,
"with" multiple, independent experts, often from multiple, independent
companies; each will be dependent upon all the others voluntarily giving
their best. The new lead actor/"boss"—the project manager—must
learn to command and coach; that is, to deal with paradox. Here are
eight dilemmas she or he must master" — Tom Peters “Pursuing the
Perfect Project Manager.









Balancing between Autocrat and Delegator


One of Peter’s eight dilemmas is the tension between the project manager
as an “Autocrat” and a “Delegator” —two ends of a continuum. In Peter’s
view, the project manager must “Delegate unless there is no one else
who can be right ‘in the moment’” but can switch instantly to the
“Autocrat” behaviour when required.




In Peter’s model, the “Autocrat” role is to be adopted only as a last
resort - someone in the project must be decisive to ensure that the
right things happen at the right time. Often all that is needed is to
keep the panic at bay so that whoever can fix the problem can do their
job. This person doesn’t need to be the PM, but the PM needs to make
sure that if nobody else does, that s/he does: to be the last resort: to
make sure somebody in the team responds.




This ability to delegate yet be ready to ensure nothing gets missed is a
prime capability for any project manager. In theory, a PM is the most
expendable team member because the team’s capabilities and activities
cover everything necessary for project success.





As a PM, What do you do?


Try this exercise: look at what you are doing in your daily activities
as a PM. Try keeping a daily journal. At the end of a week, go through
it and put a line through the following types of activity:





	
Activities that only service a concept of “project
management”: for example, writing reports, maintaining
lists, cross-checking between documents.




	
Activities you do to help other people do their jobs:
set up meetings, chase down people for task status, try to figure
out why someone or a team is not meeting their committed timelines,
escalate to more senior managers when you can’t figure things out,
etc. These activities are the responsibility of the task owners, not
the project managers.




	
Managing project artifacts: for example,
specifications, document signoff, and reviews of documentation.









All these tasks are things that each task or deliverable owner should be
doing as a matter of their day-to-day responsibilities, and a project
manager shouldn’t be doing these things at all.





Everything a PM does can be done by someone else - Almost


Once you’ve completed the review, what is left on your list? What are
the tasks that genuinely cannot be done by anyone other than the PM?
You’ll find that all of them can be done by someone else.




And yet we do. Why? There are two reasons:





	
Make work: project managers often see (or have been
trained to see) this type of work as their job, or they don’t know
what else to do with 8 hours a day (or whatever utilisation they are
assigned to the project).




	
Laziness: it’s easy to hand off boring or mechanical
jobs to other people — like having a personal assistant.




	
Lack of time: sometimes, how people are assigned to
projects means they share the project with a day-to-day job and
timeshare between them. Or they are given to other projects, and the
available utilisation percentage is insufficient to cover this
project’s work.




	
Lack of Capability: people come in various shapes and
sizes — everyone is different. Some people aren’t wired to do some
tasks that end up on a PM’s slate.









Number 3 (Lack of time) happens mostly with senior managers, like your
project sponsor. In theory, this person should be very active in the
project because they are responsible for capturing the benefits. Your
sponsor should be leaning into this project and ensuring that everything
that needs to be done gets done.




You may not have removed these in the mistaken belief that these are PM
accountabilities. Nothing is left if we eliminate all tasks related to
responsibility for the outcome.




Suppose any tasks are left over in your list. In that case, they can be
tackled only by someone with a deep understanding of project processes
— someone with long experience who can characterise problems quickly
and advise on solutions.





The last custodian of the outcome


So, if everything could be done by another team member or stakeholder
what defines a PM? The answer is: the person or people who act as the
“guarantors” of the outcome. The people who will always keep the outcome
in mind and step in where necessary to ensure it is not lost.




When I use the word “outcome” I mean it in the context of the behaviour
that is enabled for a customer or end-user. In other words the thing(s)
they can do or value they can capture after the project is done.




Maintaining an outcome perspective is very difficult in project teams.
It’s all to easy - and common - for technology, technique and process
to dominate the thought processes of the teams. So someone has to own it.




Whoever that person is (individual or composite) holds the role of Project
Manager.






The Bottom Line


These are the tasks a PM should spend their time on, even if it appears
they are doing very little. You could argue that a PM needs to be
“hands-on” in multiple project activities to jump in and take control at
any given time. I agree that there is some merit in that viewpoint. But
unless this is handled carefully, the cost in compromised team
structures is far greater than apparently “idle” PM neurons.
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# 10. Shut the fuck up and listen!
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The Axiom


Shut the fuck up, and listen!





The TL;DR


Project managers (PMs) usually talk too damned much. But you need to
listen if you’re going to be a successful PM—it’s both a skill and a practise that you cannot succeed without.
Other team members likely know more than you about topics important to the project.
Other team members are probably closer to the problems or situations than you are. Whatever
their situation—having more or less knowledge or experience than you—you must find that out
quickly. If people in the team are generally quiet and not
participative, then you need to start coaching or nudging them along the
learning curve, so they improve. No project team benefits from
non-participative team members—interaction is critical to successful
teaming. And the best way to encourage that participation is to shut the fuck up.





The Back Story


PMs Like to Talk


As a “breed”, Project Managers (PMs) like to talk.




I’m not sure what it is, but most PMs think they need to be in the
driver’s seat all the time: chair all the meetings, be the loudest voice
in the room, drone out statuses, progress reports, or process
instructions. Perhaps the personality type attracted to the PM role has
this sense that their role in a project is to talk. Or maybe it’s just
the nature of the position.




I know I suffer from this habit and must consciously work to stop
myself. It’s natural to talk when I know what I’m about to say will be
valuable — and probably the best comment or suggestion anyone could
make. (that was a joke).





Correcting this habit is tough


Many of us do this unconsciously, and correcting unconscious habits is
tough. I was in a management training stream on an assignment a while
back. The course facilitator approached me in a break and said — very nicely
— that my habit of always answering questions first
inhibited some other folks and that I should think about whether I
always needed to be first. She offered me a tip when I told her it
was largely unconscious. (See the end of this axiom for "The Tip")




It’s not an original statement to say that managers generally must be
good listeners; I’m not even sure where this originated. But Project
Managers need to exercise this skill, especially temporary PMs (as in on
contract or short-term assignment, who often know less about the project
organisation than they do about the technology or domain).




But, everyone else in the project should be talking: they are the ones
doing the work and know the conditions/situation “on the ground” in
their areas of the organisation.





Enabling the PM’s Value


A PM’s most outstanding value in a project is to facilitate others in
the team to deliver on their accountabilities. This value proposition
applies whether in the actual deliverable or how it is executed. Raising
concerns promptly, highlighting delays or blockages, and reporting
accurate status are often the hardest things to get out of people on a
project. Most people don’t feel able to voice the actual situation.
Maybe they don’t know how to describe it, but most likely, they haven’t
learned the skill of objectively raising a concern or issue that doesn’t
sound like whingeing/whining.




For additional background on these concepts, check out the Axioms
““ in
“# 8. Practice Minimal Responsible Intervention”,
and
“# 9. The last resort custodian”.




A PM needs to have much input into a project, no doubt.
But that input doesn’t need to be talking.




Just listen.






The Bottom Line


For many people, the hardest thing to do is to allow silence in a
discussion — they feel the need to fill it with something. This point
is often made in courses on negotiation techniques that if you allow a
space in the conversation, someone will feel the need to fill the gap
and consequently lose some position in the negotiation. But for project
managers, silence serves a different purpose — the need to let your
team or other stakeholders participate.





The Tip


If you’re in a situation where you are always (or mostly) the first
person to talk, whether you are the PM, a team member, or a stakeholder,
then try this tip.





	
Grab a sharp pencil or biro and put the sharp point on the ball of your
thumb.




	
Listen carefully when whoever is talking sounds like they are about to ask a question
or invite others to provide commentary or input to speak.




	
Press your thumb down gently — just enough to distract your attention
from answering.




	
This will focus your attention momentarily and allow you to let someone
else talk.









I tried this technique, and it worked really well. I let someone
else talk first, perhaps more than one person. Then I could say what
I was going to say, if someone else hadn’t already covered it. Sometimes
I would decide that what I was going to say wasn’t that important after all.




Three things happened after I started using that technique:





	
I stopped answering first and let many people have their say.




	
Quite a few people asked me if I was okay — was I feeling sick, or
was something troubling me?




	
My partner asked me why I got blue biro ink on my shirts and could I
please stop.
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# 11. The critical skill for a Project Manager.
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The Axiom


The critical skill for a Project Manager is the ability to obtain an outcome.





The TL;DR


Successful projects emerge from a long series of decision points at
which stakeholders decide to move forward. These decisions may be
implied and tacit as well as explicit and spoken. And the decision
points range vastly in size and scope. These decisions result in
outcomes that enable the project to proceed. Most decisions are not made
spontaneously in any group activity; they require facilitation. At any
of these decision points, one or more stakeholders might just as well
have decided to pause, stop or go a different way, impacting your
project’s progress, direction, or even ultimate success. As a project
manager, your primary job is to obtain these outcomes or to create or
promote the environment that locks in these outcomes. Thus, the primary
skill for a project manager is the ability to get these outcomes.





The Back Story


A successful project is the aggregate of many decisions, actions, and
knowledge acquisitions over its life. The completion
of each of these is an outcome of varying size in relation to the project’s
ultimate outcomes for its customer(s). Each completed step enables something
in the downstream value chain.




Outputs, Outcomes and Enablement.


An outcome is the intended effect of a deliverable. A deliverable (an
output) enables one or more outcomes. This is true at many levels
of the project, from tiny deliverables exchanged between team members, up through
the interim deliverables or components up to the final project outcomes.




As with the hierarchy of outputs, there is a hierarchy of outcomes and enablement
within the project. Think of a project as a network of enablement in which
team members hand-off deliverables that in turn enable other team members
to perform their jobs.




A project is the aggregate of all the outcomes of a project throughout its life.
As project managers, we must lock in outcomes at every level and stage of a
project. By this process we lock in enablement and increase the effectiveness
of our project activities.




Locking in outcomes drives a project to successful completion.




You’ll find more about deliverables in the axiom
“# 90. Change your thinking about deliverables!?” in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”.





Don’t ignore simple outcomes - they are the foundation for big outcomes.


Large and Complex outcomes are the project manager’s normal work
product. Most PMs have processes and techniques for dealing with
those. What PMs ignore or simply treat differently
are the simple and small outcomes.




Simple outcomes grow from the everyday interactions of your project
team and stakeholders. What you might think of as regular and undifferentiated
project activities. Examples could be:





	
A quick discussion in the hallway.



	
Getting the answer to a question.



	
A meeting.



	
A design discussion.



	
A backlog review.








These interactions have three potential results:





	
A locked-in outcome.



	
An unstructured information exchange.



	
A social touchpoint.








Interactions that result in locked-in outcomes have explicit
value in our hierarchy of outcomes and web of enablement. Interactions that are
an information exchange could be valuable or not depending on the quality of the information
exchange. And those that are social touchpoints can have important team value but no direct effect
on our project outcomes. Please refer to the axiom
“# 92. What are your hiring criteria?” in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”,
for some background on the intrinsic value of interactions for project teams.




The more we can push our interactions up that value chain: from social touchpoints
to information exchanges, and from information exchanges to locked-in outcomes,
so we push our effectiveness in driving towards our final results.
We add more to the accumulation of the project outcomes converging towards completion.
Progressively, we build up to delivering all the project components, enabling the project
outcomes and, ultimately, the planned impacts.




The more a team can build its simple interactions into explicit locked-in
tiny outcomes, the more significant outcomes will build towards a whole project.




And so, in our five interaction examples above, how might they look at locked-in
outcomes:





	
A quick discussion in the hallway becomes an agreed understanding on some topic.



	
Getting the answer to a question becomes a validated fact.



	
A meeting becomes a set of recorded actions, issues and decisions.



	
A design discussion becomes a finalised design.



	
A backlog review becomes a prioritised and estimated backlog.








A project manager must learn to see, hear and smell the "outcome opportunities"
that present themselves to lock in even small outcomes from everyday interactions.




This ability is the most critical skill for a PM.





How can you do this?


Here are five techniques for driving outcomes at every level





	
Prime your selective attention.



	
Never interact without an artifact.



	
Summarise key takeaways from every interaction.



	
Build an Outcome "Sales Funnel".



	
Always be Closing.








Prime your selective attention.


PMs can heighten their ability to recognise "outcome opportunities"
by priming your cognitive resources - to put them "on alert". If you train
yourself in a particular thing: its form, function, component parts, and variations,
you can prime yourself to be better at recognising those things automatically.




You are engaging your selective awareness so that it does not filter those patterns
out of your perception: your brain is more likely to recognise that pattern in the
noise of everyday project activities.





Never interact without an artifact.


You can improve the effectiveness of the tiny project
interactions by always including something "physical",
or at least "external" as a discussion aid. This could be a diagram,
a list of points, a specification document, or a virtual whiteboard.
The possibilities are endless. This artifact will help
ground the interaction on more concrete concepts, and
to surface latent misunderstanding or gaps in shared
knowledge.




For more information on this please refer to the axiom,
“# 79. Never interact without an artifact!” in
“Adam On: Projects (Volume 2)”,
so that you have a framework for validating agreement and
understanding (or otherwise).





Summarise key takeaways from every interaction.


Another method is straightforward but requires discipline always to
remember to use: summarise the takeaways towards the end of each
interaction.




In simple interactions, it could just be a specific sentence or
two to wrap up and confirm agreement.




In more significant interactions, like workshops or
meetings, you interact verbally, but then document your understanding, and
distribute it to interested stakeholders. The context will help you
decide whether to write formal minutes with attendees, actions,
decisions and similar content, even capturing what people said.




But I
more frequently type out my "Rough Notes of xxx discussion" with very
basic formatting, and then distribute via an informal collaboration platform (e.g. MS
Teams or Confluence) with the comment: “These are my
rough notes, which may contain errors. If you want to change or delete
anything, please give me a shout. Otherwise, I’ll use them as is”.




More significant outcomes usually have an established process governing
the result's delivery. A software release cycle or a test process are
other ways of locking in outcomes.





Build an Outcome "Sales Funnel".


A parallel for PM outcome locking resonated when I did some
sales training many years ago. I think two aspects have good
applicability for project managers: the Sales Funnel and The Close.




The sales funnel is a conceptual model describing a series of stages
that a prospect follows between being unaware of the produce for sale
and becoming a paying customer. It’s a familiar concept. A salesperson
develops a plan for each prospect that helps move them from stage to
stage. Sometimes, this plan is formal and documented. Other times, it is
tacit and instinctual. But regardless of how you define the sales plan,
it is a framework that enables the salesperson to assess each
interaction they have. They ask themselves, "What will it take to get
the prospect from (stage) A to (stage) B?“. And afterwards, “Did I help
that prospect move from A to B?”.




Each outcome has a lifecycle, no matter how tiny or fleeting. Build
your “Sales Funnel” for each type of outcome and keep notes on
the progress key outcomes are making through the lifecycle.





Always be Closing.


The final stage in the Sales Funnel is to turn the prospect into a
paying customer. Navigating this last step is called “closing” the deal.




The ‘art of closing’ covers the many techniques, attitudes, and knowledge
items salespeople use to obtain the last step in the sales process that
locks in the sale. Some of these seem very manipulative to a
non-salesperson, for example, a “tie-down” to get the prospect to answer
a series of non-committal questions that accumulate towards a final sale.
Another is called a “trial close”, in which the salesperson will try out
two alternatives, which implies they’ve already decided, for example, "Would
you want delivery in April or May?".




I’m not suggesting you start trying to “sell” your team or stakeholders,
but knowing something about sales techniques will never hurt your
ability to manage projects. But I strongly recommend you think of
situations in projects in which the ability to move someone over the
line would benefit everyone.




Tommy Hopkins wrote a great book called "How to Master the Art of Selling“,
which I spent a lot of time reading, absorbing and practising.
Although it’s a bit old, it’s still worth a read. Or google for books on
sales techniques, emphasising “closing”.




Selling is not for everyone. If you think managing projects to achieve a
deadline is hard, you should try professional selling. No matter what
your approach to sales might be, the entire operating tempo of the sales
professional revolves around the sale event.






"Always be closing" Blake (Alec Baldwin) from “Glengarry Glen Ross” by
David Mamet








Just as a salesperson should always be closing, a Project Manager should
always look for ways to structure an outcome.







The Bottom Line


A project professional should ‘always be closing’. It’s the process that
helps validate understanding and commitment. It’s where the rubber hits
the road as far as agreement is concerned.
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# 12. Be a Gowachin Project Manager
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The Axiom


Act like a defence lawyer who will get the same punishment as their convicted client.





The TL;DR


In Frank Herbert’s science fiction - he wrote the Dune books that are being released
as movies - a fictional alien judicial system punishes the lawyer along with their convicted
client. This is a powerful thought experiment or model for project managers
as they go about their business: are my current actions and decisions the same as they would be
if as PM they had to deal with the consequences of a failed project, as well as the sponsor?
This thought experiment can help project managers take a broader perspective on the impact
of their actions.





The Back Story


The world is full of relationships that appear symbiotic when things are
going well, but which are, in fact, completely asymmetrical in terms of
consequences when things turn bad. The classic meme is the surgeon who
tells his unfortunate patient’s relatives "The operation was a success,
but sadly the patient died". Project managers often seem to operate in
the same mould, acting as if they can succeed even if the project is a
disaster.




The Origin of this Axiom


One of my favourite movies for 2021 was Dune. Even though I wasn’t aware
that the movie covered only half of the first book, I still loved the
way so many concepts from the books were rendered onto the big screen. Having
read the Dune books in high-school, I’ve literally waited my whole adult
life to see on the big screen the mental imagery the books stimulated.




Frank Herbert, the author of Dune, is one of my favourite science fiction writers.
Herbert was a prolific science fiction writer who loved exploring socio-political-economic
themes in great depth. Many times, he created whole societies within which to set his plots.




One fictional societies was the Gowachin. I won’t go into too
much detail, but they were - to human beings - a capricious, arbitrary, and somewhat cruel.
The Gowachin system of justice was very contrarian to our thinking and the
basis for this axiom (which is more a thought experiment).




There were many aspects of the Gowachin justice system, but the one used
for this thought experiment was the standing of lawyers who were able to
practice in the Gowachin courts. A defence lawyer representing a client was
at the same level of jeopardy as the accused. The lawyer was subject to the
same punishment as the defendant if convicted.




Literally “they” were guilty.




If you’ve ever been involved in a court case here on Earth, you may have noticed
that the barristers say “we” a lot - giving at least the superficial sense of a team
preparing to battle the enemy. Unfortunately, it is only superficial, and they are
truly in the same category as surgeons: when there is a problem, it’s the patient’s
problem.





What does this have to do with Project Management?


What has this got to do with project management? It is in the nature of who
owns the outcome and what perspective a project manager should keep in mind
when they are doing their jobs.




Instead, consider yourself as a defence lawyer and your sponsor as the defendant and you
are operating under the Gowachin legal principles. Essentially, the sponsor is “on trial”
for the satisfactory and successful completion of the project and on the value outcomes
that will flow from the project’s completion. They proposed the project, obtained the
budget, and shepherded it through the approvals process.




In a human trial, whether the client is found guilty or not guilty, the
defence lawyer gets to go home. In the analogy of bacon and eggs, the lawyer is
the ultimate chicken and the client is the pig. But if the client is found guilty,
the lawyer still gets to go home. They may lose some reputation or "bragging rights" by
not securing a "not guilty" verdict, but that’s pretty much it.




In projects, essentially the same thing happens. If the project is a
failure, it is usually the sponsor who suffers that damage. The project
manager may end up with some blowback, and even get fired - maybe for cause, or perhaps
just as a scapegoat. But regardless of the outcome, the sponsor must live with the result.
The project manager - unless they really were a stinker - goes on to manage another project.
Situations like that can be explained away.






The Bottom Line


So, PMs, aim up! Look beyond “scope, schedule and budget”. Think of the value that the project is
supposed to enable. Instead of thinking about yourself as the lawyer who can breeze in and out of any
case, think of yourself as a Gowachin lawyer. Would you do or say anything different
if you were going to suffer the same? If the answer is “No” then fine, move on. But if the answer is “yes”
then you need to think seriously about whether your position is correct.
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# 13. Projects are everywhere!

[image: ]


The Axiom


You can improve every human endeavour by viewing it through a project lens.





The TL;DR


The "everything is a project" mantra has been around since the 1990s
with a mixed reception. The primary opponents of this perspective are
the professional project management community, for whom the concept of a
project is bound up with a particular set of criteria and the presence
of a qualified project manager at its helm. However, the reality is that
projects are everywhere, and most don't have project managers or even
perceive themselves as projects. We can improve every human task or endeavour
by viewing it through a project lens, even the most trivial and repetitive. All
you need for a project to exist is the commitment to enable an outcome, as
defined in the axiom “# 6. What is a project?”.





The Back Story


"Everything is a project" is like the "third rail" topic of project
management: step on it and you die! But I’m going to have a go.




The Conventional Narrative of projects


The conventional narrative about projects is very much founded on the
concept of projects as a distinct form of management from the
perspective of project managers. This narrative divides the world of
business into "Projects" and "Business as Usual" ("BAU"),
or routine operations, and every project has a project manager.




The narrative also holds that people naturally have a natural affinity for
Projects or BAU based on their psychological makeup.





A false partitioning


Just as the New World was once arrogantly and preposterously divided in two parts,
first by Pope Alexander VI and later by the Treaty of Tordesillas between
Spain and Portugal, the “one-off” concept divides the world into two parts:
a world of one-off projects and a world of repetitive “Business as Usual”
containing repetitive operational tasks and processes.




This division into “Project” and “BAU” is as false as the global division
created by Pope Alexander’s Papal Bull in 1493.





A revised partitioning


My breakdown of the entire landscape of all “goal-based human endeavours",
looks like this:



[image: ]Figure 3. Breakdown of Goal-based Endeavours


Maybe my partitioning of this vast domain is not perfect, but
it illustrates how vague some of these definitions have
become. It’s a complex world, and there are no easy definitions.




Projects in various forms have been around for tens of thousands of
years, whether they were called "projects" or not. The history of
project management focuses on monumental projects, like the Great Wall
of China, the Pyramids of Egypt and the Panama Canal in recent times.
Writers of historical project management draw from such massive projects
many conclusions about the essence of project management. But
significant, "nation-level" projects are outnumbered massively by the
number of smaller projects at the local and individual levels.




Regardless of their size, some projects succeeded, and many failed, and
humans devised various approaches to get them done. So, if projects
succeeded before codified "project management" came into existence,
how did that happen?





The social project


Here’s an example: The people on Tierra del Fuego (before the arrival
and influence of Europeans) lived in small family groups and kept to
themselves. But sometimes, some unusual event would happen, say when a
group found a beached whale carcass. In such circumstances, a different
modality came into operation, and they activated pre-arranged signals to
alert groups far and wide. These small groups gathered on site to
harvest the whale: blubber, flesh, bones, and skin. This "aggregation
event" lasted many days until they finished carving out all parts of
the whale, dividing them up and stashing them for future use.




The Fuegians used this social aggregation event to perform social and cultural
functions that required a large and heterogeneous group: initiations,
betrothments, marriages and the like. When everything was done, the
group split into their usual small family groups and continued their
everyday lives.




This snapshot of 18th Century Fuegian whale dismemberment illustrates
at least one major project, which enabled and supported multiple smaller
projects.





The “BAU” Project


Lastly, let’s take an activity that fits into the traditional narrative
of “BAU”: a human working in a factory performing a repetitive process
on an assembly line.




This type of activity sits at the ground zero of a "non-project". And
yet, as we break it down, we see that each repetition can be viewed as a
single end-to-end task. As we unwrap this cycle, we see the elements of
a single goal-seeking endeavour.




Each cycle through the repetitive task has a beginning, a middle, and
an end. If humans are not trying to improve how they perform each cycle,
then they are not paying attention, and if they are not paying attention,
then the process is getting worse through entropy.




As the second law of thermodynamics comes into play, we see a
progressive degradation of performance. Perhaps this degradation is tiny,
but it repeats with the cycles. Eventually, the process gets so
"out of whack" that it triggers an alarm or someone notices, and
there’s a management intervention. That management intervention will reset
how the process is performed to get it back into tolerance.




Given entropy and human variability, the only way to keep the process
within acceptable tolerance is to be continually analysing how the
process works and trying experiments to see how they can improve it.
Even if unconsciously, if they have the right mindset, the operators
of that process are continually trying different things to tweak
the process. Maybe they want it faster, or better quality or whatever.




Within each cycle exists a project. It may be small and localised, and concern
primarily only one person. The underlying principles of project management
apply as much to this as they do to a mega-project.






The Bottom Line


Every goal-oriented human endeavour is a project, regardless of whether
it fits the narrow specifications of "projectness" determined by
modern professional practitioners. Projects are everywhere, and if
projects are everywhere, there must be codified knowledge and project
management skills that are essential and available outside codified
project management practice. Whilst this view might not suit various
vested interests, thinking this way puts us on the path to defining
general rules that apply to all human endeavours. And what’s the harm in
that?
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On Risk


Risk is how people deal with the uncertainty of the future in a
structured way. Projects are all about risk, so we couldn’t let this
subject area go untouched by axioms.




The problem that many project managers face with risks is that the practice
has been institutionalised to such an extent that teams can fall into a blind
rote practice that adds no value.






"Most of our industry pays more lip service to risk management than it actually performs."—Tom DeMarco and Tim Lister in Waltzing with Bears: Managing Risk on Software Projects.








Project managers need to step up and step into an intentional engagement with risk,
regardless of the processes used to capture and manage them. Risk should be incorporated
into every facet of a project, not sequestered into a stale and stand-alone practice.




# 57. It’s great to be the first penguin off the ice!
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The Axiom


In a project, you're always the first penguin off the ice, so you may as well enjoy the swim.





The TL;DR


The “first penguin off the ice” metaphor seems less widely understood
than ten years ago. The idea that goofy penguins could display complex
behaviour that involved a future-oriented concept such as risk is what
makes the metaphor so striking in my view. So, whether you’re familiar
with it, check out the “Back Story” below.





The Back Story


One of my favourite metaphors - if only more people know about it.




The Adélie penguin


For those unfamiliar with the Adélie penguin's social behaviour in
Antarctica, here is a short sidebar for context.




Adélie penguins care for their eggs in pairs: while one parent minds the
eggs, the other forages in the sea for food. Feeding penguins approach
the sea in groups and have a distinctive behavioural pattern at the ice
edge.




The group hangs around the entry point to the sea, pushing and shoving
other penguins to try and get them to dive into the sea first. They show
great reluctance to be the first in the water, presumably due to the
predators who often wait, like leopard seals and killer whales (orcas).
Even after they are all in, they immediately jump right out again. There
is a vital element of play in this behaviour and survival instinct. This
jostling might go on for a few minutes or much longer. At some point,
the group behaviour changes, and one will dive into the sea
deliberately. Immediately after this first penguin, all the other
penguins will swoop in from the same point.




There are benefits to being first (access to food with less competition)
and significant risks (getting eaten).





The First Penguin Award


Dr Randy Pausch at Carnegie Mellon University set up a technology
innovation event and established an award for the team that took the
most significant risk on a new idea or technology, even if it didn't
work. He called it the "First Penguin Award."






“The title of the award came from the notion that when penguins are
about to jump into water that might contain predators, well, somebody's
got to be the first penguin." —
Randy-Pausch









Projects mean risk


Projects exist in environments that are at least partly hostile, and
while there may not be orcas, there are risks of failure and impairment.
We can do things that reduce the risk, but this is a given; there’s no
way around it.




Risk is a part of our lives — it’s endemic to existence. It equally
applies to food as it does to the penguins.






“I've long believed that good food, good eating, is all about risk.
Whether we're talking about unpasteurised Stilton, raw oysters or
working for organised crime 'associates,' food, for me, has always
been an adventure” — Anthony Bourdain in Kitchen Confidential: Adventures
in the Culinary Underbelly cited on
goodreads.com









Don’t be confused


I’m wondering, at this point, if you’re confused. “What’s Adam on about
penguins and celebrity chefs?” The purpose is to break you out of your
closed, narrow mindset on what makes projects tick. I apologise if you
feel that you’re not in that category; I find many project managers to
think of project management as a set of unique knowledge and practices
that live outside of anything else.




Understand that everything is connected and derivative; the more
analogies we can find in other disciplines and life experiences, the
deeper we’ll understand our chosen profession.




So, there’s no point in worrying about this — don’t do projects if risk
isn’t part of your work profile.






The Bottom Line


Just like the Adélie penguins, have fun and enjoy the
swim.
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# 58. Everyone is fine with your risk management plan.
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The Axiom


Everyone is fine with your risk management plan - until they get punched in the face!





The TL;DR


All projects entail risk. The collective project management body of
knowledge includes significant time and spec to the study and practice
of “risk management”. But this focus on codifying risk management
doesn’t change the fact that sometimes things will blow up. And when
things don’t go right, you will experience strange reactions to risk.
There are always one or two stakeholders in a project who have no
concept of risk or uncertainty and assume that everything will always be
“just fine”. You get punched in the mouth (figuratively) when things go
wrong, but it's often not just once but twice: once when the event
happens and the second time in your stakeholder’s adverse reaction to
the event. There’s not much you can do to prevent this, so you’d better
get used to it.





The Back Story


Many project stakeholders talk casually about risks, as if just talking
about them makes them go away. They don’t




Origin of this axiom


Yes, I’m riffing on Mike Tyson’s famous line, but more illuminating —
and relevant to this axiom — is a later explanation:






“People were asking me [before a fight], 'What’s going to happen?.'
They were talking about his style. 'He's going to give you a lot of
lateral movement. He's going to move, he's going to dance. He's going
to do this, do that.' I said, "Everybody has a plan until they get
hit. Then, like a rat, they stop in fear and freeze.'" — Mike
Tyson, quoted in “Mike Tyson explains one of his most famous
quotes”,
9th November 2012









Projects entail risk


Projects entail risk — it’s axiomatic.




To help deal with project risk,
a broad discipline of “risk management” is used to identify, categorise
and work to reduce the likelihood of risk events and their impact. Risk
management plans range from qualitative and short — perhaps only bullet
points — to large and quantitative, with spreadsheets and simulations.
There may even be a person dedicated to maintaining the risk management
plan.




But no matter the size and scope of risk management activity in a
project, it is not a guarantee. Plans are not some magic wand that makes
projects risk-free.





Risk management is not a magic wand


Unfortunately, that’s not always the perspective of all stakeholders,
who hold high and unrealistic expectations of the project manager’s
ability to avoid the impacts of risk events. And because the risk events
are described in general terms in a future state, they seem to have more
effect when they happen.




As a PM, you can pretty much guarantee that you’ll get punched in the
mouth at some point. Then, no matter the quality of your risk management
plan, you’ll have to justify the impacts.




As a project manager, you will experience some strange reactions to
risk.




There are always one or two stakeholders in a project who have no
concept of risk or uncertainty. Perhaps they’ve always worked in stable
environments where nothing has gone wrong. Or do they have a mindset
that devalues risk? Some stakeholders aren’t familiar enough with the
projects in their organisation, so they are unaware of what can go
wrong.




It’s like a gambler who won’t accept that losses do occur. S/he can’t
quite get their head around events when the cards (or balls or horses)
don’t go their way.





Risks are pre-excuses for failure


In the project world, you’ll experience stakeholders who look at the
risks you identify and see them as “excuses for failure written in
advance”. Others see them as reasons to “pad” your budget or timeline.




Some won’t accept that the event you might identify is something that
might happen. I remember one senior manager telling me that the risk —
a plain vanilla one — “Key personnel change projects or leave the
company” was an event that was even possible. “They love it here and are
completely dedicated. They’ll never leave”.




Others believe using a particular methodology, application, or technique
will guarantee success. Some people believe that Agile removes all risk
from a project and won’t accept any mention of risk — “Risk
management - that’s a Waterfall thing, isn’t it?”




And then you have some stakeholders who know what can go wrong but
aren’t prepared to admit it's possible — they want a magic wand that
eliminates all risk.





Just don’t be late


I remember a reasonably large digital project I babysat for another
project manager while s/he was finishing a delayed project. My
presentation at the first stage-gate approval meeting was balanced: I
only covered a handful of particular and material risks relevant to that
project. But it wasn’t enough — our sponsor’s comment:






“Adam, that’s all fine, but just don’t be late.” — Anonymous Project Sponsor










The Bottom Line


Projects are risky; there must be an expectation that some will fail and
others (more others) will suffer some impairment that doesn’t meet the
initial parameters. I guess they expect the PM to get punched in the
mouth (as a proxy for the stakeholder team) and deal with it. Nice idea.
Mike Tyson’s 2012 explanation is more appropriate to quote this lack of
preparedness and emphasise the last sentence.
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# 59. Why should every project succeed?
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The Axiom


Projects are risky and uncertain, so why do we expect every project to succeed?





The TL;DR


Wishful thinking, unrealistic expectations, or attempts at brand management
do not alter the inherent risks associated with any project. A project
manager needs to balance risk management processes against the need to have all
stakeholders on board for the journey. Finding this balance can be challenging.
Project managers must be able to navigate this dynamic tension. You must
also be prepared to handle situations where stakeholders are unhappy,
regardless of your diligent risk approach.





The Back Story


I saw a couple of years back in the Association for Project Management
(APM) in the UK — their strategy vision paper had the tagline:






“A world in which all projects succeed with project management as a life
skill for all.” — Association for Project Management in Vision /
Strategy Statement








This vision is unclear to me.




It sounds nice. It may sound appealing and easily understood. However,
it does not align with my experience in managing projects. Besides my
experience compelling theoretical evidence contradicts this simplistic
view. Let’s look at three areas of theory that work against this
naïve slogan





	
The Cynefin Framework



	
Black Swan Events



	
Gödel's Incompleteness Theorem








The Cynefin Framework


The Cynefin framework best highlights how unrealistic the expectation of success
for every project. Firstly because of domain uncertainty, i.e. operating in the
"Confused" domain. Operating in this domain happens because the project team
doesn’t know what domain applies to their situation. Secondly, due to misdiagnosing
the domain, or misapplying the operating strategy for the relevant domain.




And lastly, even when the project manager, team and stakeholders correctly
identify the domain and the operating strategy (practice), the nature of
some domains works against decision-making.




Projects operating in the “\Complex”\ and "Chaotic" domains are exposed to the
impacts of "unknowable unknowns". By definition, there are no specific actions
that a project manager can take to address the unknowable. There is only an approach
to “Emergent Practice and “Novel Practice”, which have no guarantee of success.





Black Swan Events


The theory of risk contradicts the APM’s slogan. Risk Management can mitigate
a wide range of potential effects on a project, but it is challenging to
mitigate high-impact, low-probability events known as ‘Black Swan’ events.
Black Swan events are rare, unpredictable, and have significant consequences,
making them particularly difficult to manage in a project context.




These events are a stark reminder that unforeseen circumstances can
dramatically impact a project's outcome, regardless of the project
management approach employed. Project managers must recognise that they
cannot anticipate every possible eventuality, making the notion of a
world where all projects succeed implausible.





Gödel's Incompleteness Theorem


I don’t know any practicing project managers who apply theoretical mathematics
to their everyday projects. But that doesn’t mean they are immune to the
impacts of mathematically-derived situations. Gödel's incompleteness theorem
implies that methodologies and knowledge frameworks we use to understand
and manage projects will always have inherent limitations and uncertainties.




If we cannot rely on our frameworks to be consistent and complete, then the
expectation that every project will succeed is not only unrealistic, but
it also overlooks the core aspect of project management.




The purpose of project management is to adapt and work in the presence of
uncertainty.





What Does all this mean?


Considering the insights from the Cynefin framework, Black Swan effects,
and Gödel's Incompleteness Theorem, the APM's vision of a world where
every project succeeds oversimplifies the complex reality of project
management.




Instead of pursuing an unattainable ideal, project managers should prioritise
building resilience and adaptability in their projects, which can
increase the likelihood of success in the face of unpredictable challenges.




This does not imply that we should not strive to improve the success
rate of projects. There is significant room for improvement, as described
in the axioms “# 3. Why do projects fail?” and
“# 2. Successful projects? We’ve got both kinds!”.




Claiming that we can achieve a situation where all projects succeed
is not only naive but also reckless.




I do not intend to direct this criticism solely at the APM,
although they should have a better understanding. Many project stakeholders
share a similar perspective on risk.




Many perceive a risk management plan as a collection of pre-emptive excuses —
see the axiom
“# 58. Everyone is fine with your risk management plan”,
for a personal example.




Undoubtedly, project teams can improve their ability to anticipate
potential impacts and develop project approaches to control
or mitigate them.




Simply articulating a specific event and asking ‘what if’ can be
enough to create a response plan, even if the event probability
cannot be mitigated. As I outline in the axiom
“# 60. Happy with your stand-alone risk management process?”,
intrinsic approaches are more effective than extrinsic ones. However,
for ‘Black Swan’ events, there are limited intrinsic options.




Projects are risky, and risk means loss. Some projects will fail
absolutely and disastrously. Others will deliver reduced benefits or
have some stakeholders believing they are failures, regardless of what
happened. Thus, a subset can be deemed wholly successful. I don’t know
what that percentage is — it must vary significantly across different
environments.




But the quantum of unsuccessful or impaired projects doesn’t matter for
this axiom.




Project sponsors and senior stakeholders must be taken on a journey that
allows them to understand what will be considered a partial success and
what will be considered an abject failure.






The Bottom Line


Striving for a world where every project succeeds is unrealistic and
naïve. Recognising the limitations of our understanding and control
over projects allows us to prioritise building resilience and adaptability.
Project sponsors and senior stakeholders must be prepared for the potential
of partial success or failure, and collaborate with project managers to
navigate the complex and unpredictable journey of project execution, wherever
it leads.
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# 60. Happy with your stand-alone risk management process?
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The Axiom


Organic risk management structures in your project approach eat formal risk management processes for breakfast.





The TL;DR


Invest more time setting up implicit risk management processes in your
project than executing explicit risk management procedures. Having a
stand-alone risk management process in a project is like hosting a
dinner party and insisting your guests stop and discuss their digestive
processes every few minutes. One of the problems with the way project
management is written about and taught is the deconstruction of the
lived experience into stand-alone discrete processes. Everything is connected
— you can’t split the real world into discrete streams and prosecute
them independently. Risk management is a case in point for this axiom,
but it could be an issue management process, a benefits management
process, or any other process recommended for universal use.





The Back Story


Perhaps a common theme of this book is that I do not advocate
stand-alone processes unless their use is specifically required by the needs of a
particular project. I’ve used risk management as the example in this
axiom, but it could be an issue management process, a benefits
management process, or any other process recommended for universal use.




Stand-alone practices are a fool’s errand.


Why is this a potential problem?




It’s a problem because we can’t stop the world while focusing on one
thing to the exclusion of all others.




Our lived experiences as human beings occur in a sea of events and
activities that surround us and interact with us. We can potentially
carve out a small chunk of time to zero in on one thing, but this focus
is an illusion. The rest of our lives continue, and things change when
we return from our temporary exclusion.




Perhaps we try to partition activities into relatively smaller chunks,
like “work”, “family”, or “hobby”. These are still big chunks of our
lives and cannot be wholly partitioned from any other aspect.




Anybody in a meeting at work discussing a breakfast table argument with
their partner will understand what I mean.




And so it is with projects: our cognitive powers are not differentiated
into process-level activities.




The objects we consider in stand-alone processes are not genuinely
stand-alone: a risk is connected to assumptions, deliverables, issues,
human factors, etc.




This conceptual separation may serve as a training or research strategy.
However much this strategy makes sense, it runs the risk of teaching the
split along with the core content you are teaching about the process. It
doesn’t help our project to execute them in independent activities,
stand-alone from anything else.




Sometimes, a laser-like focus is required on a particular object, such
as defects, issues, or risks. Still, the conversation will never be
limited to such things because "everything is connected".





Enter Organic Risk Management


Instead of driving separate and discrete processes (like Risk Management),
which a project manager drives explicitly, organic processes are built into
the day-to-day project construct, and happen implicitly.




I’ve written about Organic Risk Management in the axiom
“# 62. You need to manage Rissues organically”,
but will expand on this a little here. The axiom
“# 43. That unforeseen crisis your project is having?”,
also contributes to the idea of Organic Risk management.




If you look at risk management generically, and thinking
about all the problems you might encounter, you end up with two
big strategies:





	
Many of the so-called “risks” in most risk management plans can be mitigated
by simply running a high-quality project, and that is something very much in
the control of a PM. Note: handling your “Rissues” happens here.




	
Of the rest, you decide which ones you want to invest time in (group A),
and which of them you’ll prepare to respond to (group B - the rest).









Preparing to handle the group B risks - the ones you’ll deal with when the
time comes - falls into the work you need to do to run a high-quality project.




In most IT projects that I’ve worked on, the Group A risks are a tiny bunch. There
are few risks that you both have some control or influence over, and you’ve decided
to invest time in them. Group A is so small that you can probably just as effectively
throw them into Group B and use the time to improve the quality of your project.




All of which leads you to the strategy of running a high-quality project.




So your organic risk management practices are those built into and serviced by
a high-quality project. They are built into the things you do daily, weekly, or
whatever periodicity is required.





What does running a “high-quality project” mean?


I’d say here that a “high-quality” project is for each project manager to
decide for themselves, in their own context. I’m not being coy or vague here -
after all, I’ve written two books of over 100 of these axioms describing
what I think represents good project practice. My positions are clear.




It’s not about how many “things” - practices, processes, tools
and the like - you can include in your project. It’s about selecting the right
combination of those “things” that represent the right payoff for
the investment.




But, having said the above, I’d say there are a few obvious candidates:





	
Focusing on enablement of customer outcomes.



	
Developing and maintaining good relationships with your key stakeholders.



	
Adopting a good knowledge management process in the project.



	
Leveraging the best outcomes for and from your direct team members.



	
Fully understanding all the linkages that your project has into the parent organisation.



	
Prioritise ruthlessly.








Some small things in projects have big payoffs. For example, I’ve always been amazed
and pleased at how many problems a good onboarding document can avoid or solve.




And running a high-quality project has the double payoff of being a place
where people want to work - at least the kind of people who want to work
on high-quality projects.






The Bottom Line


Risk management is critical: in a project, everything is risk-based:
everything you do has a probability function of < 1, and you must build
everything around risk factors. But most activity in any stand-alone
project management process is done organically by the project team
without any explicit method. Remember the next time you want to set up a
risk management meeting: maybe that’s not the best way to deal with
risks.
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# 61. The most common project WOFTAM.
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The Axiom


Most of the energy and effort expended on Risk Management activities in projects is a complete WOFTAM.





The TL;DR


Project managers are often judged based on compliance with a formally
documented process, regardless of whether the process is inappropriate
for the project. This assessment seems most common for risk management
processes in enterprise environments. This judgement happens even though
the PM may be effectively managing risk in the project through other
means.





The Back Story


The first thing to understand about risk management is that it isn’t the
same as a risk management process. One is highly valuable. The other
all too often evolves into a project WOFTAM ("Waste of F$%#&g Time and Money").




A personal story


I was working with an integration partner for a software package a few
years ago. I got on well with the vendor project manager (PM) - not only
was he good to work with, and seemed like a decent bloke, but I thought
that he was a competent PM. He was usually pretty upbeat and happy to
exchange a few jokes with me to keep things moving along. And then, during
one of our weekly 1:1 meetings, he seemed a bit flat and not his
usual self. So I asked him if anything was wrong.




He said,






"I just had my annual review, and it didn’t go well. My boss
criticised my PM skills"








I was surprised, because in my opinion he was at the upper end of PM
competency for a vendor. So I asked him whether his boss gave any hard
feedback.




The PM said:






"A few things around my project management documentation;
for example, he said that I didn’t have enough risks in
my risk register.“








I’ve been given similar feedback from time to time, usually when the PMO
audited my process compliance, or when a process-minded boss reviewed
my project documentation.




I always respond:






"Ok. Tell me, how many should there be? I’ll put them in.".








The usual comeback to my question is:






"That’s up to you and the circumstances of your project. But
I think that you should have more risks in there. It feels
half-cooked to me. How many more can you add?"








That’s when I give my 'Mozart Answer'.





The Mozart Answer


My ‘Mozart answer’ is,






*"From where I’m sitting, I have just the right number of risks.
If there were other material and actionable risks for this
project, then they would already be in the plan. But if you can identify a
relevant risk, then I’ll be happy to add it.“*








The source of my 'Mozart answer' is an apocryphal story about Wolfgang Amadeus
Mozart, that I saw in the movie Amadeus. Mozart played a composition to his benefactor,
the Emperor of Austria, only to be told there were “too many notes” in it.




Mozart replied:






“There are just as many notes as I required, neither more nor less.” —
attributed to Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, in the movie 'Amadeus'.









Just follow the process


This anecdote about my poor vendor PM and Mozart illustrates that
much of the work put into Risk Management processes in projects is
pretty arbitrary. It is more frequently based on opinion and
preferences of managers and other stakeholders. Some want more, some
want fewer, and others want none.




You might say: “just follow the process,” but the problem is that most
formal risk management processes are defined for the largest projects that
might exist in the organisation, usually in very long and complex
documents, which take enormous time to understand and implement. Inevitably,
especially in large enterprises, the documentation for them is out of date,
can have errors, inconsistencies, or broken links to other documents.




Formal processes are highly stylised, procedural and complex to operate.
And they bore project teams and stakeholders to death. It’s very challenging
to get sustainable stakeholder engagement in risk management.




But many project stakeholders - PMs included - don’t get the difference between
risk management and a risk management process. They can’t accept
that we can have one without the other. At the same time, they appear
happy to take on board whatever risk management process is mandated by
their Project Management Office, and use it slavishly.



[image: ]Figure 4. Somewhere, deep inside a PMO...



A dysfunctional process


This weird situation results in an artificial and mechanical process
that gets little engagement from those who must participate. A typical
risk register is full of generic formula-driven risks. Most of these
risks are unmanageable and unmitigable. So, we have an environment where
compliance is checked off, but almost no value results from the process.




Risk management of this type is a WOFTAM. It is a rare project risk register
that doesn’t deserve that rating.






The Bottom Line


I fully understand the need for a risk-based approach to projects. More
than understanding it theoretically, I live it daily. Risk is everything
in a project. A risk perspective must be part of everything you do. But
do it in a way that doesn’t involve the ritualistic exercise of a
complex process.
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# 62. You need to manage Rissues organically.
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The Axiom


Risk events that are so likely that you may as well treat them as having already occurred are called "Rissues".





The TL;DR


Rissues are risk events that are so likely that you should treat them as
having already occurred. Unlike other risks, we shouldn’t manage Rissues
in a traditional Risk Management process. Instead, they require a different
approach known as “Organic Risk Management”. This involves designing your
project to deal with Rissues as part of your day-to-day activities. This
gives you a prioritisation framework to run a high-quality project.





The Back Story


I coined the term "Rissue" many years ago during my time at a major Australian
Telco, most likely around 2002. It began as a play on words but became a bit of an
obsession.




The word is a portmanteau word combining "Risk" and "Issue".




What is a “Rissue”


Standard Risk Management (“RM”) methods split events into two:





	
Risks: events that have not yet occurred.



	
Issues: events that have occurred.








But what about risk events that haven’t happened yet, but for which the
probability of occurrence is very high - effectively 100%? A Rissue meets the
technical requirements for a risk but is so likely that managing it through
normal risk management processes dilutes the necessary action required to
handle the event.




Rissues require that we act on them immediately. Even though they haven’t happened
yet, we jump over all the RM pre-work and straight to managing them. And we don’t
include them in any risk register or risk management plan.




How do we manage Rissues? I’ll deal with that later.





What kind of projects have Rissues?


Rissues are present in all projects, whether or not they are noticed.
Existing projects may already wrap their Rissues into their risk management
plan or they may remain unmanaged. Either way, their existence is a common aspect of
project management.




Rissues are part of your project context - the environment in which your
project is started and executed. Rissues are common and frequent. Not
only are they almost certain to happen, but you’ll be lucky if they only
happen once in the lifetime of your project.




Examples of Rissues include:





	
"A Key team member may leave the project";




	
"A Change Request (CR) may be raised late in the project";




	
"We may uncover a missing mandatory requirement";




	
"A vendor may deliver a component late";




	
"Another development team may deliver a component that doesn’t meet
the specification".









In my experience, such events are almost certain to occur at some point.
It’s just a matter of when and where in the project and how often.





The Opposite of “Black Swan” Events


Rissues differ from “Black Swan” events, which have a very low probability
and a very high impact. In contrast, Rissues are virtual certainties, regardless
of their potential impact. Most Rissues have a mid-range impact that can be annoying
and inconvenient but cause delays. Unlike “Black Swan” events, most Rissues
can be easily planned for and mitigated.




Project teams spend a lot of time on high-impact risks like “Black Swan” events.
But focusing on remediating Rissues is much more productive, due to their high probability.





Why Risk Managing Rissues is Counter-productive


I’ll answer this by working through an example, which is the risk that:






"A Key team member may leave the project."








(I think this may have been the genesis of the term way back when.)




Standard Risk Management guidelines require us to analyse, track and mitigate
risk events in either or both of:




1) the likelihood of occurrence;




2) the impact of the event after it occurs.




Project managers are required to operate a formal process to carry
risks in a register that is reviewed discussed regularly during the
project.




But with Rissues, this process doesn’t help.




Mitigating the probability of someone leaving


What would reduce the probability of a key team member leaving? Maybe
we could make sure that “our office environment was nice”. Or be “flexible in
our working arrangements.” Or “show respect for individuals.” There are many
more. But no matter what we think of, there are three questions:





	
Wouldn’t (shouldn't) we be doing these things anyway?



	
What control do we have at the project team level to put these
types of strategies into practice?



	
How does it help to manage these strategies in a traditional
risk register and process?








Of course, we should create a respectful, enjoyable and flexible project
team environment, but there are limits to what we can implement locally
and what is dictated by corporate policies. Any good project manager will
work on these and also how to do as much as possible within corporate
constraints.




Lastly, if a key person decides they want to take another opportunity, it’s
usually for reasons that far outweigh mundane environmental issues.





Mitigating the impact of someone leaving


If someone leaves and needs to be replaced, this must happen as quickly and
seamlessly as possible to minimise the project impact.




There are typically three pathways: new hires, transfers and secondments.




Most organisations and all large companies have very specific and restrictive
policies that cover these three tasks. In my experience, most PMs don’t know
how these processes work. PMs may not know the employment status
of each team member, and therefore the correct pathway or process to onboard new people.




Consequently, many PMs are not prepared and often make many mistakes, which slows
down the process. Additionally, many PMs aren’t great interviewers and/or
aren’t great at finding candidates.




So the alternate way of dealing with this Rissue is to ensure that the project
team can easily onboard new people. This approach is not mitigating a risk through
a risk management process - this approach is something you set up in your
project establishment checklist.




Another aspect is project knowledge management. At the very least, you need
to ensure that critical knowledge isn’t quarantined in one person’s head
or otherwise not available to the team if a person was to leave unexpectedly.
Please also see the axiom
“# 2. Beware the one-person 'team'!”
for more on this issue.




For example, you could focus on making sure that the project team always records
its decisions, and that they keep critical documents up to date. In many projects,
this is considered a low-priority task, but mitigating the impact of someone leaving
is a high-impact rationale.




You could also set up a backup arrangement for each key role by nominating a second
person to track the activities and material covered/performed by the critical
role.




Addressing and resolving these deficiencies as early in the project as possible
is far more productive than working them through a Risk register.






Organic Risk Management


It’s clear (at least to me) that the mechanisms for dealing with Rissues
are far better being built into your project “ways of working” so that
they are mitigated as an automatic by-product of your team’s work.




I refer to this as “Organic Risk management”, in which you embed your risk
management activities into the operating model of each project from commencement.
Organic Risk Management handles Rissues implicitly as opposed to the explicit
treatment of standard Risk Management processes.




There are so many tasks and processes that we expect each project team member to know.
Still, Organic Risk Management gives you a prioritisation approach
for what to do now and what to invest your time implementing.




I don’t really want to coin this as a term because the Rissue-management
approach is fundamentally about setting up high-quality ways of working
for the project team. But, it’s important to highlight the counterpoint
to traditional risk management for these types of risk, so I stuck with it.






The Bottom Line


Remember that “Rissues” are a virtual certainty, so you don’t really
have much choice about whether you have to deal with them. Your choice
is how. “Organic Risk Management” may only be a minor change to how you usually
run your project. I’m sure everyone reading this aspires to running high-quality
projects. But knowing what to focus on and why will ensure that Rissue events
don’t blindside you.
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