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January 2011 Surviving Project Failure
Summarized by Pamela Hollington

As noted on his website, “Lonnie Pacelli is an internationally recognized author and president of Leading on the Edge International.  Lonnie has over 25 years of leadership experience as an executive, project manager, developer, tester, analyst, trainer, consultant and business owner.”
In his January email publication, One Nugget from The Project Management Advisor, Lonnie offered three tips on how to survive the failure and learn from it.  These are:
1. Readily admit any mistakes made - execs hate whining and finger-pointing. As the PM admit where things went wrong. Make sure the admitted mistakes are thoughtful and realistic, not an "I killed Lincoln" attitude of taking blame for anything. 

2. Publicize the lessons learned - develop a lessons learned document with input from the team which outlines what you've learned from the situation and how you might help other project managers avoid the same failure. 

3. Show that you learned your lesson - Don't make the same mistake twice; execs will be much less sympathetic with a project manager

As Lonnie said, “Just about every seasoned project manager has experienced at least one failure in his or her career. I am always skeptical of the experienced PM who says "I've never failed".  They're either lying or don't have experience. Some of my best (and most painful) growth as a professional occurred because of a failed project.”
As a group, we discussed these three tips and identified the following additional considerations, with respect to each tip.

Admit the Mistake

· If you’re going to acknowledge the “mistake” you first have to recognize that there is / was one

· It is important to identify the “root mistake” and make sure you know the “real problem”

· Report the “mistake” / problem as early as possible (manage does not like surprises later)

· The word “mistake” is somewhat loaded – sometimes projects fail for reasons other than “mistakes” so “problem” may be a better word

· Plan for what can go wrong, and identify what you’ll do if it does go wrong (risk management)

· It is often important to identify performance issues (resource performance) versus project issues –performance issues may result in project issues, but their resolution might be outside the bounds of the project

Publicize Lessons Learned

· We agreed that sharing lessons learned is still not a common or well-implemented practice

· Creating an environment where lessons can be identified, openly discussed and shared is sometimes a challenge 

· Culture will influence how well lessons are identified and shared (project and corporate culture)

· Getting people to “want to look” at the repository of lessons learned is important

· It might be helpful to record lessons without linking them to specific projects / people (in other words, somewhat anonymously) – good lessons apply across all (or at least many) projects and aren’t specific to single projects (it was also felt that doing this would take away the notion of blame, or finger-pointing)

· Lessons should be available across projects, for anyone who wants to know / should know

Don’t Repeat the Mistake(s)

· Making sure you conduct regular “health checks” to be sure the project is on track can help you be objective and aware of what is going on, and help you to avoid making mistakes

· Actively tracking issues to risks and vice versa is also beneficial (one participant mentioned that at her organization, if an issue arises for which a risk was not identified, the project documentation is modified to add the risk, so that future projects and references to that project will consider the risk and realize the impact potential)

· When problems have occurred in the past, make a plan of how you will manage “the next project” to ensure you don’t repeat the mistake (e.g., how you’ll handle specific resources, or types of tasks, or vendors) and then have some triggers in place to ensure you follow through

Next Meeting

Our next meeting will be Tuesday, February 8, 2011 with Geoff Hewson, from SPC speaking about Agile Project Success.  

Contact Info:  For more info on the ISSIG or any of the topics in this summary, please contact Pamela Hollington, at (604) 988-4102 or by email at pamela@reboundltd.com. 

