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TRUTH OR
CONSEQUENCES

THE BLAME GAME
Bad requirements? Actually, that’s your own fault.
BY J ESS E F E W E LL , C ST, P M P

Take this quiz to see if you have the right mindset for action.
BY N E A L W H I T T E N , P M P, CON T R I BU T I N G E D I TOR
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s leaders, we face new adventures each and
every day. Before we venture into the project
jungle, let’s measure our readiness by answering some true-or-false statements.

While at work, your main focus should be on what’s
best for your own career. False. Do what’s best for the
business and it will ultimately benefit your career.
Never allow one event or experience to dampen your
dreams. True. There will be obstacles and there may be
failures, but you must continually move forward.
Focus predominately on your strengths.
True. However, you should understand and address your
weaknesses, too.
Most problems aren’t nearly as monumental as they
first appear. True. Once understood, most issues are far
less ominous.

You should try to solve every problem before you
complain. False. Zero in on those issues that affect your
commitments and your domain of responsibility.
You’re not a victim unless you choose to be. True.
Although no one has absolute control over the outcome of
events, you have far more influence than many people
choose to believe.
Don’t make a commitment unless you can achieve it.
True. You are accountable for making good on your promises.
It’s more important to do what’s best for the business
than to be liked. True. It’s always about the business.
However, when you demonstrate integrity in making the
right business decisions, you’re also likely to gain the
respect and affection of those around you.
Your boss doesn’t define your job. True. Although your
supervisor may ultimately approve your assigned duties, you
can take the initiative and negotiate your responsibilities.

>>Most people doubt themselves and hesitate

to be the great leader that lies within them.
Taking things personally at work is harmful. True. It
damages your effectiveness, business judgment and relationships with co-workers.
It’s always a good idea to take on additional opportunities.
False. First, make sure you’re performing your primary
responsibilities well.
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You should keep your views to yourself when they run
counter to those of your boss. False. Constructively and
discreetly share your opinion. Your value increases when
your interest, honesty and passion are apparent.
Actions speak louder than intentions. True. Good intentions aren’t what get the job done.

People who make the most mistakes accomplish the least.
False. The more you achieve, the more mistakes you have
likely made.

As project managers, many people depend on us directly
or indirectly, and we are ultimately accountable for what
happens on our watch. Yet most people doubt themselves
and hesitate to be the great leader that lies within them.
Are you ready to be the best? PM

Bad news should immediately be communicated to your
boss. False. In most cases, due diligence should be performed first. Once the importance and urgency of the problem is understood, share the news your boss needs to know.

Neal Whitten, PMP, president of The Neal
Whitten Group, is a speaker, trainer and consultant. He is also the author of Neal Whitten’s
No-Nonsense Advice for Successful Projects.

PM NETWORK JULY 2010 WWW.PMI.ORG

’m growing weary of project managers whining about
bad requirements. The truth is, no one can possibly be
surprised. From research studies to high-profile disasters,
we hear over and over that incorrect requirements and
poor scope management are key reasons projects fail. If we
know this is a recurring problem in our profession, why do
we mindlessly continue engaging in the rote repetition of
what doesn’t work?
I’d like to share some suggestions to keep us from stumbling over the same mistakes:

I

Surrender the pipe dream of complete requirements.
There’s always going to be one dependency missed, one
stakeholder we didn’t interview, one nuance hidden, one
more thing we wished we had known. Don’t fall into the
trap that more is better or you’ll never get started.
Always assume the initial requirements are wrong.
Sometimes the scope is inappropriately slanted toward one
stakeholder or hasn’t been properly vetted. Sometimes the
bulk of the requirements are actually “nice-to-haves.”
Today’s project manager is expected to have the organizational savvy and facilitation skills to get to the root of these
problems. To ensure that you yield the right priorities at
the right time, take the initial scope statement as a starting
point, then work with the sponsor to refine it.
Accept that all requirements change. Traditional project management culture portrays change as a necessary evil,
like traffic laws: If drivers did everything right, we wouldn’t
need them. To mitigate the “risk” of change, we install
intimidating change-control boards and financial penalties.
But what if the scope you’ve been implementing for the last
two years is no longer relevant to the market? Does it make
sense to have your sponsor continue paying for what is now
essentially a useless deliverable? Not in my estimation.
If we accept that our requirements are incomplete and
incorrect, then we need to edit them to reflect reality.
Indeed, A Guide to the Project Management Body of
Knowledge (PMBOK ® Guide) warns: “Because of the
potential for change, the project management plan is iterative and goes through progressive elaboration throughout
the project’s life cycle.”

>>Today’s project manager is
expected to have the organizational savvy and facilitation
skills to get to the root of these
problems. To ensure you yield the
right priorities at the right time,
take the initial scope statement
as a starting point, then work
with the sponsor to refine it.
Simplify your change-management approach. Agile
project managers explicitly embrace the value of responding to change and institute project policies accordingly.
Start by implementing a contract structure that supports
authorized change rather than penalizes it. At the start of
each iteration, mandate a high-level yet thorough revision
of scope priorities. If your sponsor has difficulty determining priorities, coach him or her through the tradeoffs.
Once changes are accepted, re-baseline earned value metrics at least every three to four iterations to match the latest scope. And while you’re at it, proactively communicate
the latest scope to all stakeholders.
If you consistently find your requirements getting you into
trouble, do something about it. It’s your responsibility as the
project manager to be adaptable to your sponsor’s needs.
Stop taking the requirements for granted and start equipping your sponsor to make the right scope choices. PM
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