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Failures of Project Management 
Why common practices still fall short  
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Large scale corporate projects (system implementations and upgrades, consolidating operations or systems, new 
compliance or regulatory standards) run into preventable cost and time overruns far more frequently than they 
should.  They do this despite implementing mitigation plans around well known risks. Below are some of the 
common plans used to address the top failures and how some of these project management [PM] practices 
sometimes fall short. 
 
 

1. LACK OF PROJECT OVERSIGHT AND GUIDANCE 
 
Common plans:  
Assign a dedicated person from the organization to oversee the project and report to management. 

 
PM Failures: 
The person assigned to oversee the project was simply available or lacking a defined role in the company and does 
not have experience in a disciplined project management approach.  Therefore, the project manager is little more 
than somebody to watch the vendors and raise questions and issues based on their gut instincts without good 
project plans to identify the real gaps.  Project dependencies, schedules, and risks end up not being managed 
effectively across vendors and resources of the project. 
 
Projects that will last months or years and involve multiple departments of a company need experienced project 
management with a defined project management methodology. 

 

2. INADEQUATE COMMUNICATION 
 
Common plans:  
Written reports to communicate to the project sponsor(s) on the progress of the project 
 
PM Failures: 

 Stakeholder representatives who have been designated to be involved in the project do not receive adequate 
explanation of project methodology, procedural processes (issue management, change control, training, etc.). 
Equally as important, these stakeholder representatives ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƪƴƻǿ when and how they will be 
involved.  

 Discussion of real issues and their root cause do not occur, since feedback is not solicited and the project team 
relies on the project management to tell them what to do real-time.  

 
tǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ 
communicated both in writing and in meetings.  Issues should be looked for, discussed and understood when they 
occur. Proactively seeking out issues will save time and money by addressing them at the proper point. Pushing 
issues down the road can cause rework, missed objectives, and scrambling to make up time. 
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3. USERS DO NOT RECEIVE ADEQUATE TRAINING AND MAY BE RESISTANT TO THE CHANGE(S) 
 
Common plans:  
Assign a change management lead to coordinate training plans. Create a train the trainer program. Develop 
training manuals and presentations on how to use the new software. 

 
PM Failures: 

 Too much focus on the future state and not where the users come from. Failure to identify gaps from current 
to future state in the design and impact to the organization. 

 Lack of procedural-based training. Training focuses on how to perform a function, but ignores how that 
function may Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ Ƨƻō before and after the implementation.  For example, training may show 
how to create a purchase order in the system.  Without information about new purchasing policies and 
procedures such as who can approve a purchase and what types of purchases are allowed, the user may be 
lost after go-live. 

 
Training programs need to be defined not only based on new system functionality, but also on the changes in the 
organizational structure, policies and procedures, and expectations. Defining the changes and addressing each of 
them creates a true change management program. 
 

4. LACK OF STAKEHOLDER MANAGEMENT COMMITMENT  
 

Common plans:  
A project sponsor is identified from the executive team of the company to ensure the message is clear that the 
project is important and provide high level leadership. 
 
PM Failures: 

 Executive sponsor is not engaged in the project oversight.  

 Other senior management representing stakeholders are not involved/supportive. 
 
While executive sponsorship is important, it is only effective if the sponsor takes an active part in overseeing the 
project. Sponsorship sometimes needs to include multiple disciplines of the company to effectively ensure buy-in 
and involvement of the necessary resources.  
 

5. LACK OF STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT IN PROJECT 
 

Common plans:  
Project team representatives are defined from all stakeholder organizations. 
 
PM Failures: 

 Roles and authority are not made clear, resulting in an inability to make decisions and conclude on design. 

 Stakeholder organizations with a small impact from the project do not devote full-time resources and their 
involvement is not managed to ensure their input in sought for affected areas. 

 
Project team roles and authority level must be defined. Processes and schedules should be segmented to identify 
affected departments and who must be involved. 
 

6. DESIGN FAILS TO ADDRESS BUSINESS REQUIREMENTS 
 
Common plans:  

 Requirements are defined prior to the beginning of the project in a project charter. 

 Project team includes users from the business. 
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PM Failures: 

 Requirements are never clearly documented such that the project can have a clear definition of success. 
Project specifications are ƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ άǇƻǿŜǊǇƻƛƴǘέ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΣ ƛΦŜΦ ǎƻ 
high-level as to only be project objectives and do not actually define business requirements at a level of 
detail for a design. This can also lead to a potentially long design timeline to sort through requirements 
and poor testing since the requirements to be tested are not clear.   

 Too much consultant-led design causing a cookie-ŎǳǘǘŜǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾes. 

 Not enough project-experienced team leads. 

 Inherent requirements may not be addressed adequately without specific plans targeted at areas such as 
data quality, internal controls, and security. 

 
Requirements must be documented in some form. While requirements can be defined and documented within the 
design phase of the project, this takes a structured approach and iterative confirmation by stakeholders.  The 
design process may be facilitated, but should not be taken over by consultants. Testing plans need business input 
on the various scenarios that may be encountered, not just generic test scripts of the base functionality. 
 

7. SCOPE CREEP 
 
Common plans:  
A statement of scope is defined in the project charter or business case based on the project objectives. 
 
PM Failures: 

 Definition of scope fails to identify dependent activities to achieve objectives such as report writing or data 
cleansing.  

 Scope simply addresses changing system functionality and does not address ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ 
and procedures. 

 A change control process is not defined to decide and resolve potential scope changes. 
 
Initial scope must address all activities to achieve goals, not just system functionality.  It must also include data 
changes, integration, policies, procedures, and internal controls.  Change control guidelines and escalation process 
must be defined and utilized. 
 

8. PROJECT RISKS COME TO FRUITION 
 
Common plans:  
A risk analysis is performed prior to the start of the project to identify risks to the project, prioritize the risks, and 
define how the risks will be addressed. 
 
PM Failures: 

 Risks may not be re-analyzed during the project to determine whether the risk level is decreasing and whether 
risk mitigation plans are effective. 

 Risk mitigation plans are defined at too high of a level. For example: a mitigation plan for a project risk 
regarding project acceptance is defined as simply άǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎέΦ 

 

CONCLUSION 
 
Project management is not just about having a project manager or documentation for a project.  Project 
management is a disciplined process.  Every project that lasts for more than a few months or involves multiple 
departments should have project management. This Project management needs to include: experienced project 
leadership, plans, defined processes for the key phases of the project, progress reporting, stakeholder 
communications and stakeholder involvement.  These are basic building blocks of project management.  The level 
of management and definition for processes will depend upon the size, requirements and complexity of the 
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project.  Solid project management will result in reduced surprises, better ability to keep within time, budget and 
scope, and more stakeholders who will agree that the project was a success. 

 
Denise Sanders 

 

 

 
 

About Sanders Consulting, LLC 
 
Sanders Consulting, LLC (SC) is a certified public accounting firm focused on business advisory services to middle-
market companies.  SC provides project management, risk management, business process and system consulting.  
We bring together project management, system implementation and risk management experience to help you 
execute successful results. 
 
For more information on this article or Sanders Consulting, contact:  
Denise Sanders, dsanders@sandersconsult.com, (713) 447-3623 
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