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CHAPTER 1 

Project Management SOS:  
A Rescue Guide
In any given project, there are many inter-
related and moving parts—tasks, mile-
stones, dependencies, costs, resources, 
deliverables—that need to be carefully 
managed. Adding to that, many times 
a project manager is concurrently man-
aging many different projects, all with 
different scopes, priorities, resources, 
and stakeholders. 

It's no surprise then that projects run into 
trouble every day. Sometimes, despite 
your best efforts, things go wrong. While 
you may know this to be true, when it’s 
your project and your reputation is on 
the line, this feeling of potential failure 
can be overwhelming. 

The following Rescue Guide was cre-
ated to help you become a better proj-
ect manager — one that is aware of 
potential problems, can identify when a 
project is at risk, feels comfortable and 
confident sending out that SOS, and can 
confidently course-correct, getting proj-
ects back on track. 

Projects run into trouble every day. Sometimes, 

despite your best efforts, things go wrong.



CHAPTER 2

The One  
Real Reason 
Projects Fail 
According to the Project Management Institute, 
search the internet and you will find literally thou-
sands of experts, articles, papers, research pieces, 
and blogs that attempt to answer why projects 
fail. Miscommunication, unclear objectives, poor 
estimates, scope creep, lack of resources — the list 
goes on, and on, and on. 

However, the reality is there is only one reason a 
project fails — poor risk and issue management. 
The project manager did not identify there was a 
problem before it was too late. The best and only 
way to avoid project failure is prevention. If the 
project is important, the business can course-cor-
rect and help the project become successful by 
adjusting components like budget, resources, or 
delivery expectations.

Therefore monitoring and reporting on project 
health is critical to keeping everything on track. 
When you identify a problem early on, your chance 
of project success is significantly improved. This is 
exactly where project managers go wrong. 

The reality is there 

is only one reason a 

project fails — poor risk 

and issue management. 



HERE ARE THE OFTEN 
UNINTENTIONAL REASONS 
PROJECT MANAGERS MAY  
NOT FLAG A PROBLEM  
EARLY ENOUGH:

REASON #1

They are looking for a solution before they 
report the problem.

Project managers by nature are problem solvers. They 
may see an issue, and believe they can fix before it 
escalates. As a result, they wait to report the issue, 
and sometimes that is too late.

REASON #2

It’s gradual.

Sometimes big problems start as small ones — 
a small slip each week can compound over time, 
resulting in significant issues. 

REASON #3

They are not looking far enough out. 

A project manager needs to have a very good under-
standing of the critical path, and every dependency 
that may impact that schedule. A small delay or issue 
this week may not send a project into red. However, 
if that slip jeopardizes a task on the critical path a 
couple weeks out, then you may have a serious 
problem. 

REASON #4

They are not monitoring the project  
closely enough.

There are many components to a project that need to 
be tracked separately, such as schedule, scope, budget, 
and client sentiment. Everything may be going great 
in most of these areas, however if one slips, then the 
whole project needs to be considered at risk. 

Managing issues is an integral part of project management — not a sign of failure. 

As a project manager your responsibility is to identify, escalate and resolve issues that 

come up during project execution. 



CHAPTER 3

Reporting On Your 
Project Health
When is your project at risk? Always. All projects have some degree of 
uncertainty, and therefore risk. Not to mention all the issues that pop 
up along the way. Regardless if it was a known risk or an unexpected 
issue, your role as a project manager is the same — minimize the impact. 

While individual projects are unique, most will agree that they all share 
the following measureable characteristics: schedule, scope, and budget. 
Monitoring these aspects can help you determine the health of your 
projects, and allow for better management. 

We also propose that monitoring and reporting on the client is import-
ant, because at the end of the day if the client is not happy, the project 
was not successful.

When is your  

project at risk? 

Always.



HERE IS A CLOSER LOOK AT THE FOUR COMMON 
CHARACTERISTICS THAT MOST PROJECTS SHARE:

Schedule.

Scheduling is one of the most difficult jobs in 
project management. When you have many 
concurrent projects running at once, it can feel 
like a giant game of Tetris. 

There are many reasons a project schedule gets 
off track. For example, there may have been 
an unrealistic schedule from the beginning, the 
original estimate may have been misinformed, 
there may be resourcing conflicts — and the 
list goes on. This has real consequences for the 
business. Projects that go over schedule lead to 
increased costs, put other project schedules at 
risk, and negatively impact relationships with 
clients and vendors. 

When to Report An Issue:

Any negative impact to a schedule can be 
reported. However, when thinking of the 
biggest risks to the project, it is all about the 
critical path. Project dates and deadlines will 
move around, and if that puts the critical path 
at risk, you need to flag the project ASAP. 
The significance of the schedule issue is also 
dependant on how aggressive the schedule is. 
Also look for patterns in slippage, as that may 
be an indication of a larger issue. 

Scope.

Defining what is required for a project is chal-
lenging. Similar to monitoring the schedule 
of a project, it is very likely that your project 
scope will need to be reassessed throughout 
the project lifecycle, maybe several times. 

It is important to understand that your job is 
not to stop changes in scope — it is to success-
fully manage that change in a way that still 
allows you to deliver a desired outcome for 
your clients and your business. Every change in 
scope should start with a change order, where 
the goal is agreement on the changes required. 

When to Report An Issue:

The biggest issue is scope creep. Scope creep 
refers to the gradual expansion or addition of 
project tasks without a corresponding change 
order. This can significantly jeopardize project 
margins and your ability to hit deadlines. There 
are several warning signs: the team is being 
pulled in too many directions, they are miss-
ing deadlines, the budget is being stretched. 
What is important to note is that the impact 
may actually be felt as its relates to schedule 
or budget, however the root issue is that the 
project is not clearly scoped.



Budget.

“Is this project on budget” is probably the num-
ber one question a project manager is going to 
be held accountable for. What can impact your 
budget? Put simply, everything: Being under or 
over hours, costs not being carefully managed, 
inaccurate estimates, scope creep, changes in 
resources with different bill rates, and experi-
ence levels. 

Best practices today dictate that you need to 
manage every project as a distinct Profit and 
Loss statement (P&L). P&Ls provide details 
about a project’s revenues, costs and expenses, 
revealing the ability of each project to generate 
profit for the company. When you have this 
level of insight into every single project you can 
predict outcomes that will positively impact 
your business. 

When to Report An Issue:

One common mistake when analyzing budget 
is that you are looking at the past. For example, 
how much money has been spent to date. With 
budget it is all about being proactive. You need 
to be looking at the future—the burn rate, or 
the estimate-at-complete. This is the informa-
tion that will help understand when a project 
is at risk so you can take corrective actions 
to minimize impacts. Issues that are going to 
take more budget than anticipated should be 
flagged as soon as you see them coming. For 
example, if the team’s hours are already over, 
you are already in trouble. It’s much easier to 
correct a 10% budget overrun, than a 30%, or 
even 50% issue. 

Client Sentiment.

Happy clients are the key to successful projects 
and company growth. Happy clients refer new 
business and bring back more work. Therefore, 
developing strong relationships with your 
clients will pay off long after a project is 
complete.

As a result, the project manager needs to be 
aware of the various project stakeholders, in 
particular the clients, and be able to quickly 
assess their perception of project delivery. 
Good project managers will talk directly with 
their customers, and ask them specific ques-
tions about the progress of the project to 
determine their level of satisfaction. In addition 
to direct feedback, project managers need to 
develop softer skills that allow them to pick up 
on changes in tone or responsiveness, things 
that might point to larger relationship issues. 
The end goal is that the project manager 
knows, tracks, and reports on the health of the 
relationship as a key indicator of risk. 

When to Report An Issue:

This is going to be a subjective measure. Things 
to look for include how the client is feeling 
about you, the project, and the team. Is every-
one working well together, and are they happy 
with the progress and solutions being pro-
posed? Ask questions if you’re not certain. You 
want to capture potential issues early before 
too many emotions get involved.



A VIEW OF MAVENLINK’S 
PROJECT PULSE HE ALTH REPORT
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Currently on schedule and on budget based on original estimates. 
Customer engagement has lagged recently, but is expected to return to 
normal now that end of year reports have been completed.

Still awaiting on updates from the client regarding most recent website mocks.

On target.

Currently ahead of schedule

Client is considering possible additions to the printed materials list, not yet 
confirmed. Will require a change order and possible update to schedule.
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CHAPTER 4

Sending Out an SOS

So, you have determined there is an issue you need 
to declare. Your role is to get the right information 
into the right hands, at the right time (the sooner 
the better), in order to minimize the impact. 

The Scorecard: Embrace the Yellow

Project Management best practices leverages a 
traffic light system of green/yellow/red colors to 
help quickly determine and report on the status 
or health of a project. It’s a simple and logical 
framework:

Green: On track, business as usual; all good.

Yellow: Potential issues, and with corrective 
actions it can go back to green. 

Red: Serious issues and the project is at risk of 
failure; this is the project on fire, reactive phase. 

On the surface one would assume the green is 
where you want to be. Certainly, it is an indi-
cation that things are on track. However, if all 
aspects of your project are in all in green most of 
the time, you are probably not monitoring your 
project in enough detail.

In this framework, yellow is your best friend. 
Yellow means something requires attention. It 
means you have time to make a change. It means 
you are still in control. 

Also it is rare, if ever, that your project will go 
from green to red. There is almost always a time 
that it is in yellow, this is when you have the 
opportunity to be proactive. 



The Project Status 

Report is unique in 

its brevity, frequency, 

insights, and audience.

PROJECT STATUS REPORT BEST PRACTICES

The Project Status Report is a very popular tool for project manag-
ers that leverages the traffic light system to report on the health of 
a project. It is considered the front line of project communications. 
While there are many different reports you will probably leverage 
throughout the lifecycle of a project, the Project Status Report is 
unique in its brevity, frequency, insights, and audience. 

Here are Project Status Report best practices:

1.	Keep it short. It should be no more than one page. This is a 
rule. If additional material is required, send it as an adden-
dum to the relevant parties. 

2.	Keep it coming. Most status reports should be weekly. If 
there is a particularly long project, you may be able to get 
away with bi-weekly. It should be frequent enough to iden-
tify and manage issues before it’s too late. 

3.	Keep it focused on the issues. It is not a summary of what has 
been done, or forward-view into what needs to be done. It lays 
out what is on track, what may have deviated from the project 
plan, and the corrective steps for the areas that are off track. 

4.	Keep it real. Don’t hold back if there is an issue. 

5.	Keep it accurate. If the report has bad data, it is meaningless 
and you will lose credibility.

Leverage Technology to Flag At-Risk  
Projects in Real-Time

The speed of work has accelerated rapidly. Projects have gone from 
an average of six months to six weeks. There is very little room for 
error. You need a modern project management solution that will 
automate issue identification, so you are on top of the health of 
every project. If it takes you more time to gather the data than ana-
lyze it, you have a problem. Find a tool that will allow you to quickly 
understand the status of every task and deliverable in real-time. 



To excel in project 

management it is 

incredibly important 

to demonstrate a track 

record of rescuing 

troubled projects.

CHAPTER 5

Rescuing An At-Risk Project

YOUR PROJECT IS IN 
TROUBLE… NOW WHAT?
To excel in project manage-
ment it is incredibly important 
to demonstrate a track record 
of rescuing troubled projects. 
While it's impossible to pro-
vide details about how to 
course-correct your specific 
project problems, here is a 
framework that outlines the 
steps to take in order to get it 
back on track.

Determine  
the root cause.

It may seem simple to diagnose 
where the project is off track, 
however it can often be diffi-
cult to determine the exact root 
cause. Interviews with the team 
and a careful analysis of the 
situation are required to help 
you identify the real problem 
in order to successfully move 
forward. If you don’t determine 
where the issue stems from, 
you are likely to continue expe-
riencing setbacks.

Reaffirm the goals  
of the project.

A project should have been 
clearly defined and docu-
mented at the start of the 
project, but this is not always 
the case. Or perhaps the proj-
ect requires new objectives 
and deliverables be agreed 
upon. Either way, now is the 
time to rectify that problem. 
Work with the client and team 
to clarify and document the 
goals, and make sure everyone 
re-commits.



Get buy-in from stakeholders 
(clients) on the solutions.

When project are off-track it is a very import-
ant moment to stay engaged with the stake-
holders and clients. Keep them informed of 
the issue, propose new solutions, and get buy 
in before moving forward. You must maintain 
trust in your ability to deliver, particularly 
when troubleshooting. 

Stay positive and engaged.

As the project manager, you are the leader of 
the team. That means the others will look to 
you as an example of how to proceed. Imagine 
you are leading the search and rescue efforts 
in an emergency situation: The team needs to 
see you with sleeves rolled up, staying positive 
and focused on the task at hand. 

Motivate the team.

It’s hard to stay energized and excited about 
work when things are going awry. Use project 
setbacks as an opportunity to motivate the 
team and strengthen relationships (clients and 
employees). Do not allow the blame game to 
damage trust and relationships. You can also 
use this moment in time to generate account-
ability and buy-in — help each team member 
understand how their role is critical for the 
success of the project. 

Select the best rescue team possible.

Resources are the very foundation of project 
success. When a project needs to be re-set, 
you can also freshen up the project team. The 
revised makeup of your team should include 
some old and some new team members. 

As the project  

manager, you are the 

leader of the team. 
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Mavenlink recently 
revealed Project Pulse, 
a convenient way for 
project managers to 
track and report on 
project health. View key 
financial details like 
estimate at complete, 
view historical trends, 
and generate a report 
for executives in  
a side panel accessible 
almost anywhere from 
within Mavenlink.

“We are finally able  

to make decisions  

that are based on facts 

instead of gut feeling.”

JULIE FERRAND
Dauntless

5 Ways Mavenlink Helps You 
Improve Project Health

1.	 Improve your visibility. By monitoring 
project health in the same solution you use 
to manage work, project managers get 
real-time insight into project status and can 
address issues as they arise.

2.	Elevate project financial performance. 
Most project management tools are heavy 
on features yet light on accuracy. From 
resource utilization to profit margins, 
Mavenlink’s answers are always up-to-
date because they live in the same solu-
tion your team uses to manage their tasks 
and schedules.

3.	Increase your agility. Mavenlink allows you 
to run  your projects at the speed of change, 
confidently and predictably. Bring teams 
and clients together from anywhere, with 
unprecedented flexibility and transparency.

4.	Leverage best practices. Mavenlink was 
designed by project management experts, 
for project management experts. Leverage 
the thought leadership and best practices 
that have been built directly in the product.

5.	Take resource management to the  
next level. Getting the right resources  
on the right projects for the right margins is 
the foundation of success for project man-
agement. Mavenlink is the only solution that 
enables Full-Cycle Resource 
Management. You can now 
see and manage every 
resource, across every 
project, at every stage 
of the project cycle, 
organization-wide, all 
in one place.


