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The Project  Management  Disc ip l ine  

Achieving the Five Project Success Factors   

Most of us at one time or another will be responsible for the 
successful completion of a project. From a simple LAN expansion to a major systems 
upgrade aboard an aircraft carrier we know that the U.S. Navy relies on the successful completion of 
many projects to achieve mission readiness. 
 
This article will explore the challenges of managing projects as well as provide a systematic approach for 
improving the success rate of all projects. As an example, we'll examine one specific project management 
technique you can apply to any project. 
 
Few projects are easy. Even when the technology is proven, the requirements are clear, and the budget 
is sufficient we can still stumble – turning what ought to be a routine deployment or upgrade into a nail-
biting nightmare. What makes delivering projects so challenging? The answer is found in the definition of 
project: work that is temporary and produces a unique product or service. 
 
There are a number of challenges associated with managing work that is both temporary and unique: 
 

 Staffing. As the project has a start and a finish, so does the project team. The more unique the 
project, the greater the difficulty in assembling a team with the appropriate skill mix.  

 Budgeting. Most budget cycles are set to reflect accounting cycles. But projects are driven by 
other factors, and often can't wait for the next budgeting cycle. After September 11, many 
projects were initiated, cancelled or re-prioritized – totally out of alignment with the annual 
budget.  

 Authority. When "politics" interferes with project progress, we usually mean that the 
organization's authority structures aren't supporting the project. That's not surprising, given that 
projects often require cooperation and participation across the normal functional boundaries 
within the firm.  

 Estimating. We estimate new deadlines and budgets before a project can be approved. But 
given that estimating requires forecasting the future, these cost and schedule goals are often built 
on more assumptions than facts. The project team is being asked to create something unique; 
that means it will solve new problems and encounter unexpected obstacles. Even projects that 
are similar to previous efforts can be difficult to forecast because most projects contain so many 
variables. 

 Communication. If people are the engine of accomplishing work, communication is the heart of 
true productivity. Projects that require cooperative, concerted effort from temporary, cross-
functional project teams, require teams to re-create basic communication channels on every 
project.  As challenging as it can be to manage a project, the problem is magnified for a project-
based organization such as the Space and Naval Warfare Systems Command (SPAWAR) that 
has hundreds of projects. Each project has its own risks, stakeholders, communication channels 
and resource requirements. 

 
The good news is that the project management discipline has evolved to address the challenges of 
individual projects, and continues to evolve to address the problems faced by project-based 
organizations. This is the first article in a four-part series that will present proven techniques to increase 
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your project's probability of success. In this article we'll examine the five project success factors and 
identify specific techniques to help you build them into every project. 
 
A Vision of Success  
Before reading further take this test: visualize the best project you have worked on.  Best project usually 
means that it was successful in terms of cost and schedule goals – the customer found the outcome 
useful.  On top of that, it was an experience you would gladly repeat. With this best project clearly in 
mind, write down the factors that made it so good – what was happening on the project that made it so 
successful? Have you got your list? Now read on! 
We've given this test to literally thousands of professionals who work on projects in industries from 
aerospace to information technology to healthcare. Of the hundreds of factors they've identified, five 
factors crop up with overwhelming regularity: 
 
1. Agreement on the goals of the project. The customer, management, team and project manager had 
a clear understanding of what they wanted to accomplish and why. 
 
2. A plan that will be used to measure progress during the project. This plan is both a cohesive 
description of an overall strategy and detailed enough to show clear responsibilities and specific 
accomplishments. 
 
3. Constant, effective communication among everyone involved in the project. Probably the single 
most cited cause of project failure is "poor communication." Effective communication means putting the 
channels in place that keep all the right people informed at the right time, enabling coordinated action 
even as the project encounters unexpected challenges. 
 
4. A controlled scope. Project scope is all the work required to complete the project's objectives. Scope 
is controlled by ensuring there are clear agreements on requirements, specifications and objectives 
before any work begins. Any proposed changes are carefully evaluated for their impact on cost and 
schedule, and all changes must be approved before we start to work on them. This seemingly 
bureaucratic restriction maintains a consistent focus on the cost-schedule-quality balance. 
 
5. Management support. Timely decisions and sufficient resources are the two most cited examples of 
management support. Project teams and project managers don't have enough authority to make all the 
decisions they need to get the project accomplished. They need cooperative, involved management. 
Did you identify any or all of these factors for yourself? More importantly, do you have them on every 
project? The project management discipline provides a systematic approach that every project team can 
follow to achieve these five success factors. 
 
A Systematic Approach  
The Quality Management discipline has taught us that consistent processes produce consistent results.  
This project management process can be applied to any project. As we examine each of the functions 
within the process, we'll also understand how each function contributes to the five project success factors. 
 
Fundamental to understanding the process is recognizing that it is a management process, and therefore 
each of the functions takes place repeatedly, throughout the life of the project. It is true that definition will 
precede planning, and planning will precede control, but it is also true that the outcome of planning may 
cause the project manager to revisit certain definition activities and that monitoring and controlling a 
project will lead to updates in the plan. This cycle should become more apparent as we examine the 
model in greater detail. 
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Definition. Once a project is selected, a project manager is assigned and goes to work building the 
foundation for the project's success. Project definition activities include the following: 
 

 Identify all stakeholders on the project and document their goals and involvement. 
Stakeholders include customers, vendors, core team members and supporting management 
within the firm.  

 Develop a relationship with the project sponsor. A sponsor is an executive within the 
organization who is responsible for the success of the project. While the project manager 
performs the day-to-day oversight of the project, the sponsor provides the executive authority 
necessary to overcome organizational obstacles.  

 Record the goals and constraints of the project using a statement of work or similar 
document. Goals and constraints can include the scope, budget, key schedule milestones, 
authority structure for the project, measures of success, communication standards, and other 
facts or assumptions that will affect the project. This document establishes a baseline agreement 
that is signed by the project stakeholders. 

 
Project definition is the foundation for success because it establishes a common understanding of the 
goals and constraints of the project. Without it, the project team is shooting at a moving target. Through 
the activities of project definition we begin to build all five of the project success factors. 
 
Planning. With a clear goal in place the project manager builds the action plan that describes the who, 
what, and when of accomplishing the project.  A common planning graphic that includes all of this 
information will need to be prepared. Planning typically includes the following activities:  
 

 Develop a detailed description of the work on the project using a work breakdown structure 
(WBS). The WBS breaks the overall work of the project into small, individual tasks, much the 
same way an organization chart for a company breaks down authority. We will examine this 
technique in greater detail later.  

 Analyze the sequence of the tasks. For all the tasks on the WBS, understand which tasks have to 
be performed before others. The classic diagram for this analysis is called a "network diagram." 
(Both PERT and Critical Path charts are forms of network diagrams.)  

 Estimate the tasks to determine the required skills, effort, equipment and materials. Even though 
the business case provided a high level cost estimate, it is necessary to have detailed estimates 
in order to assign resources to accomplish tasks.  

 Establish detailed project schedules documenting specific start and finish dates, responsibilities 
and completion criteria for each task.  

 Determine the number of people on the team and what skills are necessary. For part-time team 
members, identify the dates their skills and effort are required. Staffing the project team often 
requires negotiating with other project managers or functional managers.  

 Prepare contracts for vendors who are participating on the project. 
 
The old saying is that "the devil is in the details." Clearly, building a plan provides the details for assigning 
clear responsibility and monitoring progress. But does project planning affect all five project success 
factors? Yes. Planning clarifies goals because it breaks high-level goals into detailed actions. The 
detailed plan becomes the basis for communicating with the team, management and customer. Scope is 
easier to control because it has been so completely defined. All together these elements make it easier to 
positively engage management and to get their support. 
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Control. The control function can be compared to driving a car: the driver monitors his vehicle and the 
environment, intentionally steering toward his destination, taking corrective action as obstacles or 
unexpected events arise. For project managers, driving the project includes: 
 

 Monitor the progress of the project against the plan. Projects are typically too large for 
subjective assessments of progress to be valuable. Instead, we need specific measurements, 
such as the percent of the budget consumed to date. The detailed nature of the project plan 
allows for detailed measurements of cost and schedule progress. We can see which tasks are 
late, which are early and which are consuming more or less effort than was estimated.  

 Communicate with the project team and stakeholders. Since life and projects rarely go as 
planned, continuous, purposeful communication is necessary to keep all project participants 
informed and working together in harmony.  

 Form the project team and attend to its health. Forming the team means assembling a 
disparate group of people into a team with a shared goal. Consciously build and maintain trusting 
relationships within the team.  

 Maintain the cost-schedule-quality equilibrium. Be vigilant about potential changes to 
requirements or project scope and ensure all changes are approved before they are acted upon.  

 Take corrective action to keep the project on track. 
 
The five success factors permeate project control: manage from the plan, communicate, control changes, 
re-plan – and always keep an eye on the goal. 
 
Our original premise is that SPAWAR's mission success relies heavily on successful projects. But 
SPAWAR does not exist to perfect project management processes. Its goal is to deliver successful 
projects. The key is that project managers with a disciplined, systematic approach to managing their 
projects consistently produce better results. 
 
The Foundation of Planning and Control  
This Define-Plan-Control model makes sense at the high level, but project teams get it done one day at a 
time. The foundation of successful planning and project control is a clear understanding of what should be 
happening on a day-to-day basis. We gain this understanding using a work breakdown structure or WBS. 
The WBS is simple, yet extremely powerful. Its importance derives from the inherent challenge of 
projects: since each project is unique, there will always be a unique set of tasks to plan and perform. The 
WBS breaks down a project from one large, unique, bundle of work into many discrete, manageable 
tasks. It sounds simple and it is, yet following a few straightforward rules provides a firm grasp of the 
project's details and a cohesive understanding of the big picture. 
 
Rule One: Break it down one level at a time.  
Start at the highest level. Break the overall project into the big pieces. There is more than one way to 
break down a project. Some people prefer to focus on the big "pieces" they will deliver, such as hardware, 
software and documentation. Others will break the high-level view along the lines of the major phases of 
the project, such as requirements, design, construct, test, etc. No matter how you tailor your approach, 
just be sure that the first tier of your WBS is a complete, high-level description of the project before you 
start breaking it down further.  
 
Once satisfied with the first tier, you can begin to break down each major task. The key is that you are 
breaking this task down into smaller tasks. Again, once you've decomposed a first tier task into several 
smaller tasks, review them to make sure you have identified every step necessary to produce the 
outcome described by the first tier task.  
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An example of this concept is: when we have accomplished tasks 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 and 1.4, we have also 
accomplished task 1. 
 
Rule Two: Clearly describe each detailed task.  
The lowest level tasks form the basis for estimating the project, assigning responsibilities and measuring 
progress. That means that the more clearly we can define each task the better grasp we have of the 
overall project. To clearly define a task, give it a strong, descriptive name and completion criteria. 
 
When building a WBS there is a temptation to use jargon and short, mnemonic tasks names – but don't 
do it. Abbreviated names such as "database" and "requirements" lead to misunderstandings because 
each of us will interpret the task in a different way. A strong task name describes what work will be 
performed and what result will be produced, for example, "design the database" and "produce a data 
model of the requirements." 
 
Every task needs completion criteria, which answers the question, "What does it mean to be done with 
this task?" If the output from the task must compile, pass a test, or be signed off, then clearly state that 
condition. The clearer your completion criteria, the easier it will be to estimate, assign and track the task. 
 
Rule Three: Make it a team event.  
The surest way to build a detailed plan that has no connection to reality is to build it alone. Don't do it. 
Instead, get the team involved to make sure you have identified all the necessary tasks and you have the 
correct completion criteria. Involving the team increases their ownership, which leads to increased 
commitment. 
 
Rule Four: Leverage past projects.  
Every project may be unique, but many are similar. If you are building a plan today, chances are good 
that another team has done something similar. Get their list of tasks and let that be a starting point. Then 
commit to updating your plan as you go, so that when your project is complete you have the new "best 
WBS" for that type of project. Soon you'll have developed a library of WBS templates that represent best 
practices for all kinds of projects. 
 
The WBS Improves Your Odds  
A solid WBS is just one of the many tools and techniques in the project management discipline, yet this 
one technique influences all five of the project success factors. 
 

1. Clear goals. Sometimes everyone thinks they agree on the big-picture goals, but when reality 
hits we hear, "I didn't realize the project would entail all this work!" The WBS transforms the goals 
into manageable actions and provides a stronger basis for making commitments. 

2. A detailed plan. The WBS is the foundation of the action plan. 
3. Constant, effective communication. Clear, descriptive tasks make assigning work and 

reporting progress more meaningful. 
4. A controlled scope. The WBS is the definitive description of project scope. The stronger the 

initial understanding of project scope, the easier it is to manage changes.  
5. Management support. The top-down nature of the WBS makes it meaningful to both 

management and team members. 
 
A good WBS won't guarantee success. The five success factors won't guarantee success. But they do 
turn the odds in your favor. Given the challenging nature of projects – that is an edge you can't afford to 
ignore. 
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We help make companies more competitive 
through people.
Founded in 1995 on the principle that training "by itself" will not drive tangible change or business 
results, we work with a select group of clients to get the most out of their people. Every training and 
consulting solution we provide increases revenue, decreases costs, or raises productivity.

Who we work with
Our clients are typically mid‐market business leaders who believe that investing in people is 
vital to their success.  The majority come from the high‐tech, life‐sciences, and service 
industries and often lack the internal resources or expertise to get the job done. They want 
more than what traditional training and consulting approaches can deliver. 

What we do
We get results.  Our one‐stop‐shop offerings range from creating a high performance culture, 
to outsourcing  the training function, to designing and delivering targeted learning solutions.  
We excel in seven key practice areas: assessment, sales, loyalty , leadership, management , 
project management , and measurement. 

How we do it
We partner with our clients in a way that makes sense for their unique situation. First we 
identify the key metrics they want to improve.  Then we assemble a dedicated team of 
experts who have successfully solved similar problems with similar clients.  Our expertise and 
flexibility allow us to move the performance needle faster and farther than anyone else in 
our industry

Our Guarantee
We are fiercely devoted to the success of our clients and guarantee results.
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Our clients tell us that we save them both time and money.  
Our clients tell us that they appreciate access to certified best‐in‐
class experts who help them to move the needle.

Our sales clients
confirm that they have grown sales by 40%, increased units sold by 
42%, increased average pricing by 12%, and closed over 50% of 
their pipeline.

Our customer loyalty clients
confirm that their customer revenue per household increased by 
18%, repeat calls decreased by 48.4%, single contact resolution 
increased by 6.1% and their overall customer satisfaction increased 
by 10%.

Our leadership and management clients
decrease their costs by up to 50%, increase speed‐to‐productivity 
by 60%, accelerate promotions by 20%, decrease unwanted 
attrition by up to 40%, and report an additional $13m to their 
bottom‐line.

Our project management clients
inform us that, by regularly completing projects that meet or 
exceed expectations, they have become an anomaly in the world 
where most projects disappoint or fail.

Our clients tells us that we are different.
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We are fiercely devoted to the success of our clients and proud 
that over 85% of our business comes from repeat business with 
satisfied clients.

Representative Clients 97.5% client 
satisfaction

98.2% 
recommend LSA

98% solution 
satisfaction

129% knowledge 
gain

800+ Assessment 
and 
Measurement 
Projects

45+ Client Case 
Studies

100+ Client 
Testimonials

Top 10% Certified 
Experts
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