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What is a Troubled Project? 

A project that is failing one or more of the triple constraints 

Resource
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"What I need is a list of specific 
unknown risks and problems we will 
encounter.ñ 
( Project Executive Sponsor)
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Root Causes

ÅLack of user and/or customer input

ïMissing tasks in the schedule

ïNo agendaôs/minutes of user meetings

ÅIncomplete requirements

ïHigh level requirements only

ïNo acceptance criteria
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Root Causes

ÅPoor change control

ïContinuously changing requirements

ïLittle documentation on changes

ÅLack of executive support

ïLittle clarity on what, why, when, how

ïNo or late decisions by Steering Group
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Root Causes

ÅUnderestimation technology changes

ïInterfacing problems

ïUnavailability of required technology

ÅLack of Resources

ïUnjustified budgets

ïResource sharing 
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Recovery

ÅTrigger = unhappy customer after 

several attempts to deliver

ÅAcknowledge project is in trouble

ÅAppoint new PM (no ties to project) 

ÅKick-off project recovery
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"There are known knowns . These are 
things we know that we know. There 
are known unknowns. That is to say, 

there are things that we know we don't 
know. But there are also unknown 
unknowns. There are things we don't 

know we don't know .ò

( Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld)
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First Steps
ÅAssess ïfigure out where you are

ÅApply Theory-W analysis

ïWhat do all stakeholders need at this 

point?

ïHow does everyone win?

ÅRecognize that significant action is 

required

ïSame olô, same olô wonôt work!
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The óPeople Dimensionô
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Theory-W Management

Customers Management Technologist Business-

Users

Maintainers

Quick 

Schedule

No Overruns Interesting 

Work

Loss of 

Features

No Defects

Low Budget No Surprises Exploration of 

New 

Technology

User-friendly

Software

Good Docs.

Meets 

Requirements

Successful 

Project

No Grunt Work Fast Software Easy 

Modifiability

A Life Robust 

Software

Everyone Wins
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General Contractor is the ñProject Managerò of house project 

House
Project 

ÅDeliveries Bulldozer Impacts Plumbers 

ÅCarpenters Loans 

ÅRoofers 

ÅBanks 

ÅCustomer 

ÅWeather Zoning 

ÅDelays 

ÅChange Orders 

ÅUtilities 

ÅLumber ÅStreets 

ÅBricks Payments Specifications 

Must constantly keep finger on the pulse of all project aspects 
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Å

PM = Project General 
Contractor 

Project Manager is the ñGeneral Contractorò of the project 

Software
Project 

ÅTesters 

ÅRisks Schedules Systems 

ÅChanging Requirements 
ÅServers 

ÅPrototypes 
ÅVacations 

ÅDelays 
ÅStatus Meetings 

ÅScope creep 
ÅCustomer ROI 

ÅHolidays 
ÅImpacts 

ÅChange Orders 
ÅSr. Management 

ÅDevelopers Finance Specifications 

ÅFunding 

Must constantly keep finger on the pulse of all project aspects 
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Å

Assess Team 

Determine if there are communications issues 
Check relationships between stakeholders 
Assess if the project is adequately staffed 
Check if the sponsor supporting the project 
Determine if there are negative team dynamics 
Assess PM support Structure 
Assess priorities and engagement 
Assess reactions to performance 

THEORY-W 
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More First Steps
ÅAsk the team what needs to be done

ïInvolve everyone

ïEvaluate all ideas

ÅBe realistic about your teamôs ability to 

recover

ïAvoid over-committing (again?)

ïObjectively evaluate your ability to 

estimate, and adjust accordingly


