THE PATH OF PROJECT SUCCESS
From Failure Analysis to Interpersonal Action

By Ruth Sizemore House

THE PARADIGM CORPORATION

The aarly warning signals of project failure are often interpersonal, not

e e R FIGURE TwQ
technical: abandonment by top management, in-fighting among prima
donnas, isolation of team members, or the refusat to consider opposing -
N A . A . . Desceiption of Axzs or Profect Radar
points of view. These signals—if recognized in time—can alert the
projectmanager 1o the need for spacific action. Quick action can bring DIRECTION GROUPIEWK | BURNOUT DEMOLITION CoLLAPSE
the project back on course before a major tachnical problem occurs. Highty tohtsive | foutoawith | The resut of Oct ol vaunds
tlale of siriving eplaton of escaliling project
for ceasensus ghysical 3nd ifighkiag. bebavior,
Data abouthisteric projectfailures canbe plotted on a “project manage- e et
N r - - el - . 21
mentradar” toidentify four major wrong directions projects are likely to #isin g goal.
take: Collapse, Pemolition, Burnout, and Groupthink. Analysis of
spe_ctacufar project recoveries suggests specific actions to redirect a DANGER 814 fechaicst Projest titurg “rplosion” ol | Cetizpse ot
project toward SUCCass, Cegisiong {fsom fack ot the team of the project frem s
team effon) or project or own weight.
. . . . R Lht gateifce of both.
Think of the energy a project manager invests in a projects moving indridual ke
along two axes. The horizontal axis represents energy invested in the ams.
task; the verlical axis represents ensrgy invested in the people.
SYMPIOMS ttution of Isofatizn Blamiag withia Faise Stargs
Endeerabdity
Shaced Withdrre! Sarcagm “Eflorting™
slereotypes
RatisaaSretion Exhaustion Absence ol Migunt
Htpanse objestives
Kutisa of Temper Qut of Baunds
martlity aplofivas geonth
Telf censorship Grass Abandonment
everylatemenl
FIGURE ok Ming guarding Distertion ol
Enformation
Fositive frargy in Tern Calastrophizing
+ - CAXFDRK
T O THE A BERCHMARKS Cofles Kuatch Tsalation Fightiag Cobs fatse Starts
_,-"‘ Fralerrity Hauge Yithdrawal RBumper Cars ~fteding”™
Frtwfey e "&{'-'-"'?
"""" _.-'- ANHOOTES Gatekeep. Gatereep. Encourage, Gatekeep.
s Seek other Coordwale. Relieve Lension. Share
W pDoont opinions I0d Blgrmation,
) 9!"?.'“" ’4-’ . inlermalion.
Tr, o 5 Follow. Express group Megiate. Ceordinate.
: N . “:ﬂ'-t’_ Eeeling.
Hisdlrected M S "_.’ b Postud Testlor Encoutage, Sel standards Dhagnose.
Ererey  couww ! : . Ereray conszasus Refieve tension, Set gundards.
Task Ekkcy Fot G n Mediate,
h . Task

b

!eg-ll.h;e Energy
a
Task

REpued with pernid41on froa Boe, Beth Strmcre.  The Maun $12¢ of
Faragumnt. badleg, Wi AT Yerlay, 1R, p. 222,

Figure Two identifies the interpersonal symptoms that a project is
headed off track and identifies twelve interpersonal antidotes.

Repriated with peraission Trom Houte, Ruth Sizesore. Fhe Bumaa Slde
of Froject Masigement. Readirg, WAz Addisos Wesley, 1928, p, 233,

Figure Three describes the antidotes in more detail.
Figure Threa

INTERPERSONAL ANTIDOTES

Seeking Opinion: Looking for an expression of feeling about some-
thing from the members, seeking clasification of values, suggestions, or
ideas.

Coordinating. Showing relationships among various ideas or sugges-
tions, trying to pull ideas and suggestions together, trying to draw
together activities of variaus subgroups or membaers.

Summarizing: Pulling together related ideas or suggaestions after the
group has discussed them.

Encouraging: Being friendly, warm, responsive to othars, praising
others and their ideas, agreeing with and accepling contributions of
others,
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Gatekeaping: Trying to make it possible {or another member to make
acontribution to the group by saying, “We haven't heard anything from
Jim yet,” or suggesting limited talking time for everyone so that all will
have a chance to be heard.

Standsrd Selting: Expressing standards for the group to use in
choosing its content or procedures or in evaluating its decisions,
raminding group to avold declsions which conflict with group standards.

Following: Going along with decisions of the group, thoughtfully
aocepung ideas of others, serving as audlence during group discus-
sion.

Expressing Group Fesling: Summarizing what group feeling is
sensed to ba, describing reactions of the group to ideas or solutions.

Diagnosing: Determining sources of difficullies, appropriate steps o
take next, analyzing the main blocks to pragiess.

Testing for Consensua: tontatively asking for group opinionsin order
to find out whether the group is nearing consensus on a decision,
sending up trail balloons to tost group opinions.

ediating: Harmonizing, reconciling differentpoinis of view, compromising.

Relieving Tension: Draining off negative fesling by jesting or pouring
oil en troublad waters, pulting a tense situation in wider context.

Adapted from *Role Funclions in a Group,” in

Handbook for Group
Eacilitators. La Jolla, CA: Univarsity Associates, 1976, pp. 138-137.

Original sources are these two ciasslcs NTULeamlng Resouroes

mmmmmmﬁmmmewsed and Expanded Edmon).
J. Robert Mitchell, and Anthony Stout, pp. 67-70, 1867, And Morton

Dautsch, “The Effects of Cooperation and Competition Upon Group
Groun Dynamics—Research

Process™. In D. Cartwright & A, Zander,
and Theory. Evanston, i, Row Petorson & Co., 1960 (2nd Ed.).

Collapse is the result of migdirected energy in the task with fitle or no
altention given {othe paople in the process. Antearly indicatoris leasely
defined or loosely agread upen scope of work. The project is charac-
terized by false starts, rework, out of baunds growth in scope, cosi, and
schedule. One of three things is likely to happen:

(1} ‘The project is canceled before completion because of
cost and schadule overruns {most likely with internal com-
pany projects}).

{2} The deliverable suits no one because of the compro-
mises mada in an effort to limit overruns.

(3) Somebody, somewhere covers the overruns midst a
bloadthirsty search for “the culprit” {or worse.)

Think of a time that you were pressured into pushing forward on a project
without the resources or the support you knew it woukd need to sucoeed,
Perhaps a situation in which someone directed to give a client what you
thought they were asking for whether or not it was what you thought they
nesded. To the far laftof tha radar by the word “Collapse™—jotdown afew
words that you would use to describe that project

Maybs it went like this.
A Project estimated to cost $250,000 and to take nine months, con-

sumed $2.5 million and two years. Thenitcollapsedofits ownwelght—
it would take another 3 years and $3.6 million to complete.

Projects by their vary nature tend toward this diraction. When a project
manager hears someone say or when he saystohimself, “Wecan't stop
now; we've already invested too much in this project!” Look out. He's
probably headed this way. From the beginning, the project was
probably characterized by false starts. The project rnanager probably
heard over and over again “No, that's not really what | meant,” or “Well
1don'tknow how to tell you exactly what | want, but! know that’s notit.”
He wears himself out efforting—investing more and more energy with
no apparent result. The project's reputation is for fime and cost
overruns, not for technical progress. He can't seem to pin dovwn
wandering objectives. When he tries to satisfy every eventuality by
adding on and adding on, his project grows way out of proportion to his
original mission. Key paople abandon the team or withhold critical
resources, butthe projectforges ahgad—ononelegor, really, onnoleg
atall.

The telephone service crisis of 1969 seams to falf into this category. In
the summer of 1969 failure of the new Electronic Switching Stations
(ESS's) in New York City put 10,400 phones out of order during the
business day for several waeks. Many analysts attribute the problem
to Ball Lab's inattention to a critical resource—input from the field.

- There wers undeniable signs of collapse as early as 1860. Butas one

analyst putit...the projecthad to goforward; by this time the investment
was too great to be sacrificed....” (Brooks, 1875, p. 278)

The Bell System's response was spectacular. William Sharwell, the '
V.P. responsible for racovery...

* Shared information. He publicly acknowtedged that there
was, indeed a sericus problam. (A factthe President of New
York Telephone had denied.}

* Did alot of gatekesping. To see toitthatinformationwas
circulated to the paople who could use it, he set up a kind of
War Room with participants from AT&T, Bell Labs, and
saveral operating companies,

* Coordinated. He coordinated the efferts of the groups
reprasented in the War Room. In addition, he saw to it
that both field and corporate rescurces were aligned.

* Diagnosed. The technical problem was the failure of
the new ESS's to warn whan they were about to overload,
The interparsonal preblam was tha breakdown of
communication between field technicians at New York
Telephone and the enginears at Ball Labs.

* Set new standards, New technical standards specified
advance warning of ovarload.

* Mediated. He modiated differences botwseen field and
corporate, between Bell Labs and the operating companies,
and betwesn New York Telaphene and its customers.

Demolition is the result of misdirected energy invested in the project
team with inadequate attsntion given to the technical aspects of the
project. The projectis characterizedby blaming within the team, temper
explosions, and the distortion of information. One of these things is
likely to happen.
{1} The projectis completed butteam members pay a dear
cost: roputations are damaged and the stress level is
hazardous. Team mambaers may begin a negative history
with each other that they carry from project to project—
unless they leave the organization entirely.
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{2) The project fails and team members vehemently blame
each other for the failure.

Onthe route to demolition, what seemad at first to be playful infighting
grows undeniably malicious. Talk among team members is dominated
with remarks like “Ifyou askme, this whole project has been a disaster
from the very beginning.” “You're going about that all wrong.” ‘Stop
trying to stall us again with more of your whining.”

Demoliton was almost terminat at Chrysler, lacocca described the
interaction this way:

“Chrysler in 1978 was like ltaly in the 1860's—the company
consisted of a cluster of fitlle duchiss, each one run by a
prima donna. It was a bunch of mini-empires with nobody
givinga damnaboutwhatanybody else was doing.” (lacacea,
1984, 151)

To turn the situation around, lacocea...

* Encouraged. ® had to tel} them what | desparately wanted to believe
was true: fhat if we got the right group togsther, we could save the
company.” (170)

* Relieved tension. Bill Cosby provided free entertainmesnt. Bob Hope
and Frank Sinatra helped, too. Management chose to laugh instead of
cry atCarson's quip: | don'tknow what's golng on over at Chrysler, but

it's the first time | ever heard anybody make a conference call to Dial-

A-Prayar.”

* Mediated, He hired someons to get dealers and Chiysler headquar-
ters to “lower their voices and start listening to each other.” (172) He
sot up a joint UAW-Chrysler Management Quality Program. (175) In
1980, he personally went to every single Chrysler plant to talk directly
to workers.”

* Set standards. Brought in a financial whiz to set standards for
gathering and analyzing financial data and then acting onit. (169) He
gave Vice Prasidents 6 months to mest other standards. When 33 of
the 36 Vice Prosidents could not do that, he fired them.

Bumnoutis the result of a positive investment of energy In the technical
task without the needed investment in peopla. It is most likely when
team mambers participate in a series of relatively short projects driven
by pressure to beata compatitor to the market. An early indicatoris the
withdrawal of team members from each other. Later, abrupt changes
in bahavior occur: the person who is Mr. or Ms. Sunshine comes In
acting like Grumpy several days in a row; the woman who always looks
iike a pags from Yogue comes in looking unkempt day after day; the
man who is always early starts coming in late. One of these things s
likely to happen: .

(1} The project is completed but the personal cost is very
high: turnoverrates excesdusuatbounds and serious stress
related illnesses occur. Uncharacleristic behavior by some
team members raisss questions about the quality of their
decisions and the reliability of their work.

{2) The project isn't able to withstand the turnover, the
absencas, or the tension. It fails.

Now remember a time when you had to make what somecns alse
described as g minor adjustment that you would describe as a major
overhaul. Remember the nights and weekends? Jot down a few
adjectives that describe that projact by the word *Burnout.”

he Soul of a New Machine chronicles the development of a new
comptiier at Data Genseral and the burnout that went along with it. One
young engineer, for example, Iaft with no noties other than the note he
taped to the prototype machine:

I'mgoeing to acommune in Vermont and will deal with no it
of ime shorter than a season.” (Kidder, 1981, 220)

A project manager should take notice when he sees signs like these:

* What bagan with ons team member as isclation has now
developed into withdrawal. He seems angry all the tims, but
he doasn’t express anger. He listens stonily to the projects
manager's suggestions, but he dossn't take them.

* Another team membar seems chronically exhausted, Sha
has remarked about her job, “Well, now that | finally have
what | wanted, | realize | don't want it anymore.” Yet she
continues to ovarda the work until she can't do it at all—until
she seems immobilized by sither fatigue or discouragement.

The advice of an eighty-five year old woman is a classic antidote:

“Itthad itto do over....}f L had my life to live ovar, | would dare
to make more mistakes next ime, | would relax. | would be
sillier, | would take fewer things seriously. | would eat more
ice cream and less beans. | would perhaps have more actual
troubles but fowerimaginary onas. You sg9, moneofthose
people who have fived seriously and sanely hour after hour,
day after day, I've beanone of those persons whe neverwant
any place without a thermometer, a hot water bottle, a
raincoat, and a parachute. If | had it to do again, I'd trave!
lighter.” (Kushner, 1986,)

Paople who burn out use themselves up for the project . The project
manager is as vulnerable as team members. These tips to protect
yaurseli are noton the chart so you may want to add them at the bottom
ofthe column. Haveinterests outside of work; do semething at wark or
athome that produces a tangible product you ean be proud of or enjoy;
have a close relationship with someone who gives you moral support;
stay physically healthy.

To help a group, the project manager can...,

*

Gatekeep. Be sure members of your group are getting
messages from the oulside world and sending some back.

* Coordinate. Refer often to the big picture and show how
individual contributions fit together;

“Great, Jack, This is just what Ken needs to get around that vibration
problem. Please talk with him this morning and then get back with me
after lunch.”

* Express group feeling.
I know it’s frustrating to 'spend $0 much ime hashing out one detail.

* Encouragse.

* Helieve tension. One office full of history buffs celebrate
litie-recognized historic events:

-theanniversary of the Battle of Hastings. {October 14, 1066)
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- the day a popular soft drink was infrotuced as an
esteemad "Brain Tonic and Intellectual Baverage.” {March
29,1886)

- the anniversary of the first recorded use of the fork.
{Venice, 1071}

Groupthink is the result of posilive energy investedin the tleamwithout
adequate attention given to the task. It is more typical of high-level
managserial declsions thanitis of decisions atthetechnical profectiavel.
Early indlcators are smugness and underastimation of “the competi-
don"{oroutsiders). Later, the teamis virtually isolated from information
that is “Not Invented Here.” One of these things is likely to happen:

(1} The project fails before itis released to the customer
{the sooner the better), Team membsrs blame “tham” for
the failure,

{2) The project is released to the customar and then fails
{the more frightening alternative.)

Groupthink is the project direction least likely to occur at tha opsrating
lovel : it is much more likely to occur among top management.
But...when remarks like these keep cropping up, your group could be
headad for Groupthink.

“Since Cartwright objects so much, let's just lsave him out of it, He
can't possibly understand what we're trying to do anyway.”

*If we weran't right, we wouldn't feel so good about it.”

One of themostmemorable products of Groupthink was the Bay of Pigs
fiasco. In the spring of 1861, recently inaugurated Presidant John
Kannady reluctantly approved U.S. support for an attack on Cubaby an
exile army, The attack was ill-conceived, ill-disguised, and Hl-timed.
The United States expacted support from anti-Castro Cubans stijl on
the isfand; no one gave support. The United States expected psople
to beliave the bombers which had racently lown over Cuba were the
planes of Cuban deserters; no one believed it, The United States
expected Cubans to be surprised by the actuat assault; no one was
surprised. The Aprit 17, 1961, Bay of Pigs fiasco is considered by most
historians to be the darkest hour of John Kennedy's career.

In tha fall of 1962, Kennady ordarad that all ships carrying offensive
weapons to Cuba ba turned back by the U.S. flest. His action was
squarely based on reliable information that Cuba was building a
network of missile bases, was constructing new airfields, was uncrating
Soviet jet bombers, The United States hoped that Soviet ships would
turn back withouta directattack onthe U.S. quarantine; the Soviet ships
tumed back. The Octobar 22-28, 1982, Cuban missile crisis is
considared by most historians to ba the brightest hourof John Kennedy's
career.

Now think of a project that was practically gertect in every way. How
many of your strategies did Kennady use?

* He sorved as gatekespsr. He mada it claar that he wanted all
alternatives explored.

* He sought other opinions and information, He Brought in outsida
consultants,

* He followed. He avoided direct leadsrship—even absented
himsalf from some of the discussions.

* He tested for consensus. He asked each group memberto be a
critical evaluator.

3an

To keep a project on target, the project manager needs to balance
posilive energy invested in the task with positive energy investedin the
pecple. He must move toward his picture of success and at the same
time watch for early indications of failure. Often thase early indicators
are interpersonal signals a projectis headed for Coflapse, Demolition,
Burnout, or Groupthink. Responding with an appropriate combinagion
of these behaviors can radirect the praject toward success: Seeking
opinions, coordinaling, summarizing, encouraging, gatekesping, stan-
dard setting, following, expressing group fesling, diagnosing, testing for
consensus, and relieving tension.
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