Leading Beyond the Iron Triangle
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Byron has over 31 years of experience in IT project and program management. He is a retired Air Force
Major with an MBA, PgMP, PMP, CISSP, ITIL-F and CompTIA Project+. He is the Senior Director of IT
for Intrepid Solutions and the author of IT Project Management: A Geek's Guide to Leadership (Best
Practices and Advances in Program Management).
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| thought we were successful, but | was wrong. We delivered results on time, within budget and
according to the contract specifications: the old "iron triangle." But, as it turned out, the customer
wasn’t happy. Consider this vignette, which is based on my experience:
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Donald was an experienced IT project manager based in Baltimore, leading delivery of a portal
solution for a government customer. The customer was in Philadelphia, the project’s developer
was in Phoenix, the database designer was in Boston, the user interface designer was in Tampa
and the project coordinator, Ann, was in Arlington, Virginia. In addition to this important project,
Donald was managing multiple projects for various customers. Donald really relied on Ann to
keep the project moving forward. In addition to assisting with project management, Ann also
performed testing and training duties.
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Donald spent a significant amount of time coordinating this virtual team. They did not know each
other personally, and it seemed that they did not trust each other. There was no budget to bring
everyone together for team building. Many of the team members had some type of conflict with
Ann, but nothing that Donald felt would impede progress on the project. However, Donald’s
coordination amongst his team members—his internal stakeholders—at times strained his
conflict management skills. Donald worked closely with Ann to ensure each team member’s
deliverables produced an integrated solution that met the requirements of the contract Statement
of Work (SOW).
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Three days before commencement of training for the completed solution, Ann came down with
the flu. “The show must go on,” Donald said. He cleared his schedule and drove to Philadelphia
to perform user acceptance testing and to provide training personally. The testing and training
went well, so Donald thought, because he was able to answer all of the customer’s questions
and because he was able to convince the customer PM to sign off on the project acceptance
form.
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Donald felt very proud of himself as he drove home. He had successfully brought together a
difficult virtual team, managed the conflict between Ann and the others, and successfully
managed the other projects in his portfolio. Simultaneously, he stayed plugged into the
Philadelphia project enough to perform testing and training. He and his team finished the
Philadelphia project on time, within the customer-allocated budget and in accordance with
contract requirements. Yes, a good project and an excellent entry on his résumé.

R RIZE THIRE LARNSETEAAoT2, WITEH LW A—F p L« F—h% ) £
DR, TUEMDORA NN L DR EERL, HOR— TV FICH LMD T s
MZOWTHE I ESEFB L, RFICHEZTZ 4 F9T A7 07070yl MIX L, TA R
Mo —=U TR E T DD T OR hEE W, EEHEOT—NIREY 12, BE
DU LT- FENT, R LOBERFEHIZIN T T V=2 hEETSR, £9577. B\
nYxs hTholzL, BERIBEZICHRATILOLE LTHEEDL LUV,

A month later, the accounting office informed Donald that the Philadelphia customer paid the
invoice on time and in full. However, two weeks after that, the quality manager sent Donald the
results of their routine project closure survey. Donald’s heart dropped to his stomach. The overall
customer rating was “dissatisfied”! Donald carefully reviewed the customer’s response to the
survey questions and noticed a pattern: the customer repeatedly replied, “The consultants did not
finish the solution.” Donald asked out loud: “What? How could this be?”
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After their weekly division staff meeting, Donald met one on one with his boss, John. “I don’t
know what went wrong,” Donald said. “There were no issues while we were on site. The
customer signed the acceptance form, and they paid the invoice.” John replied, “Don’t worry
about it. If it were a serious issue, their PM would have changed the requirements. Like you said,
they paid the invoice.”
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Donald was relieved that he was not in trouble with his company because of the poor survey
results. However, in his heart, he knew that he spent so much time resolving internal conflicts
and ensuring his other projects were successful the he did not adequately engage with the
Philadelphia customer. If he had worked harder on customer relationships, if he had engaged in
dialogue instead of relying on status reports and email, he could have detected the customer’s
concerns. He could have led the customer through the change management process. Donald
knew he could have done more to ensure the team had not only delivered on the contract
requirements, but also delivered on the customer’s intentions.
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Donald focused on managing the Philadelphia project so that he was compliant with the triple
constraints: on time, within budget and according to scope/quality requirements. However,
as Jack Duggal wrote for PMI.org, “While the triple constraint is necessary, it is not enough.
Projects that are delivered on time, within budget and meet scope specifications may not
necessarily perceived to be successful by key stakeholders.”
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According to Cambridge.org, suboptimization is “a situation in which a business is not as
successful as it could be because one part or department works only on its own or only for its
own success.” Authors Robert J. Thierauf and James J. Hoctor wrote in Smart Business Systems
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for the Optimized Organization, “The suboptimization solution is usually the result of unclear
objectives or objectives that conflict with or contradict each other.”
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Donald suboptimized the triple constraints. The unclear objectives were the tacit requirements in
the customer’s mind that were not expressed in the contract documentation.
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PMI’s Standard for Program Management defines a benefit as “an outcome of actions and
behaviors that provide utility, value or a positive change to the intended recipient.” During the
benefits identification phase, PM activities include “defining the objectives and critical success
factors for programs, identifying and quantifying business benefits, developing meaningful
metrics and key performance indicators (KPIs) to measure the actual delivery of benefits.”
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Projects like Donald’s Philadelphia project are normally designed to produce a benefit or
outcome that enables the organization to achieve a strategic objective. In order for Donald’s
project to be completely successful, he would have needed to understand benefit the project was
to provide to the organization, and to develop and track metrics and KPIs to measure if the
project’s outcome produced the desired benefit.
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Donald had an opportunity to lead, to add value to his customer by introducing benefits
management concepts. Stakeholder engagement requires communications of project status and
receiving feedback on stakeholder impressions. This requires dialogue about all relevant metrics
and KPlIs, not just the triple constraints. It requires utilizing change management to adapt
requirements so that stakeholder expectations are met.
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Another approach for measuring performance is the balanced scorecard. The Balanced
Scorecard Institute defines a balanced scorecard as a “strategic planning and management
system that is used extensively in business and industry, government, and nonprofit
organizations worldwide to align business activities to the vision and strategy of the organization,
improve internal and external communications, and monitor organization performance against
strategic goals.”
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The balanced scorecard requires thinking of performance from four perspectives: the learning
and growth perspective, the customer perspective, the financial perspective and the internal
business process perspective. Each of these perspectives levy objectives and requirements on
projects, and each should be considered as projects are planned and executed.
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Donald was aware of the financial perspective as it was captured in the project budget. However,
he was not aware of any of the other perspectives. Had he gathered customer requirements
concerning these perspectives, perhaps he would have uncovered the customer’s intention for
the project that was not captured in the SOW.
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Figure 1 below describes project management’s triple constraints in relation to the organization’s
balanced scorecard, benefits and the external environment. The elements of the external
environment are consistent with those documented in PMI's Standard for Program Management:
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Are changes in the
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impacting the
organization’s strategy?
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proving the desired
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Is the project producing
outcomes on time,
within budget, and
according to specs?
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Figure 1: Project Management, The Organization, and the External Environment
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Managing projects according to the triple constraints alone is not enough. Project managers
should avoid suboptimization and expand their thinking beyond the iron triangle in order to
understand the overall strategy of the organization and the tacit needs of the critical
stakeholders. PMs have to pay attention to environmental factors that impact organizational
strategy and their stakeholder’s viewpoints and attitudes. When these factors change, project
managers must assess how these changes impact their projects and react accordingly. None of
this is easy; all of this requires the PM to lead and not just manage.
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Here are seven actions PMs can take to lead beyond the iron triangle:
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1. Make stakeholder engagement a priority activity.
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2. Understand how project outcomes impact organizational benefits, and how those
benefits align with the organization’s strategy.
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3. Lead environmental scan exercises to detect changes in the environment and analyze
the impact of those changes on the project.
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4. Monitor and control not onIy the triple constraints, but also the KPIs and metrics for
expected benefits and the balanced scorecard.
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5. Use risk management processes to develop contingency and mitigation plans for
potential changes in the environment.
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6. Engage with stakeholders to obtain feedback throughout the project, at the end of
each phase and after each major milestone—not just at the end of the project.
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7. Atthe end of each phase, revisit assumptions, then execute integrated change
management processes accordingly.
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What do you think? How can a PM avoid a “successful” failure?
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