Coping Strategies for the Always-On
PM

ON Th Y &iT 5 PM D72 DxFULERIK

Mark Mullaly - June 25, 2019

Mark Mullaly is president of Interthink Consulting Incorporated, an
organizational development and change firm specializing in the creation of
effective organizational project management solutions. Since 1990, it has
worked with companies throughout North America to develop, enhance and
implement effective project management tools, processes, structures and
capabilities. Mark was most recently co-lead investigator of the Value of
Project Management research project sponsored by PMI. You can read more
of his writing at markmullaly.com.

Mark Mullaly (159289 TR G 702 2 FvRIX 2 fD /) 2—> 5
AEREICHFIE L 7= A7 - BB DI TH S Interthink Consulting
Incorporated DH R TT, 1990 FLUEE FEKDIEFEE HEIZFHRL G 70 =
T IVRIX DY = TAOEX, HE BEDEE. EL. EFRET
| o cx L BT Mark (£ PMI 55T 3 705 2 F w7 X > f
P\ DIFIEE L OHFE 7O 1 2 f DRFETE - HEETHEDF L /=y FDF
MBS markmullaly.com (CHE#E & TOF T,

Let’s face it. Project management is not a 9-to-5 job. It doesn’t fit into a nice, normal, predictable
work week.
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Of course, that’'s why many of us are attracted to the role in the first place. We like the variety.
We find the challenge appealing. The idea that every day is different is motivating, not disturbing.
We like having a tangible impact. We like the adrenaline. Some of us thrive on the chaos that
ensues from wrestling with uncertainty and wrangling change.

LHEAAZNDBHDEBET, F7cbDEI N IOREIHBTINDEDTY, HKALlIETLEREZ
FHET, HLWERICBNZRLET, BREEARDZEVIEZIFICPYAIAVERL, 21
zEHECIERVWEYA, BICRAZWMRZLEAET, 7 ELFUUHDRT 5 L5 RN
ETY, MHEEMEBELLLY., ZEICHTImFORTICEEDINARZEZTAVET DA
bbb WnEd,

| came face-to-face with that phenomenon when | was co-lead of the Value of Project
Management research project, sponsored in part by PMI. We were conducting a case study and
conducting interviews in an organization that was two time zones and a four-and-a-half hour flight
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away. Preparation and planning were key. The organization was enthusiastic, and senior
management was delighted that we had selected them as a research participant. They made
available the time we needed, with one VP allowing a scheduled hour interview to extend well
beyond two hours in total before we finally wrapped up.
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Things were different with the project managers, however. While we had a significant commute
to show up, we simply needed a project manager to appear in a meeting room in their office
building. That was harder than you might think to accomplish. Interviews were cancelled. Every
once in a while, someone simply didn’t show. And even when they did, distractions were the
order of the day. Every project manager started the meeting by placing their cell phone on the
table. Every time the phone buzzed with an email or actually rang, they stopped the interview to
deal with whatever was going on.

LhL, 7Rz b 2P rv—,ELYBDDEE, KRIFEDY £ L7z, AbliERVE
MAzZMTTHT7 4 RICHRAZEE L1z, TNTHRIZBEMESITKO - &1, EBEICTRY
T bRV —DEREERICEERE DT TLAE, FNIE. TBICEZD LY HERK
#ﬁbb%@?tto4/§t1—i$k7ﬂwéﬂt®T?oW@"—ﬁ AE=nbhnrl
FHAN, BZREHEVADNWZDTT, 2ENHI>TH, FEHEIIAEREECL, &
O7AYVII b xRV ry—b EEEFEREZT—T7ILOLICEVWTAOOLRELZROE L, X
—LXREETEENBIEIL, EFOLIBWRRDIZDTHNZEDILDT=DICA v R 1 —%
T L F L7,

Here’s the thing, though. This was an organization with an ISO 9000-certified project
management process. They were—or so we thought—an organization that valued and promoted
planning, managed proactively and delivered results. And they did deliver results, in their own
way. But as it transpired, planning and proactivity had nothing to do with it.
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When we dug beneath the surface to figure out what was going on, two things became readily
apparent. First, the rationale for pursuing certification was one of marketing and competitive
differentiation. The organization worked in a highly cut-throat market that fought for customers,
functioned on tight margins and struggled with defections to the competition on an almost daily
basis. By proving its project management prowess, the intent was to demonstrate to



prospective—and current—clients that the organization went above and beyond to deliver
solutions, and could be trusted to do so reliably and well.
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The second thing that became obvious is that the project managers had not bought into this
value proposition in the slightest. Their role as project manager was to get things done. They
were firefighters and valued their ability to respond dynamically in real-time as issues and
problems arose. In fact, they liked when issues and problems arose. They enjoyed the challenge
and adrenaline, and perceived their value as most clearly being demonstrated when they orbited
tragedy, only to pull it out of the fire at the very last minute.
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Not all of us are like this, of course. Some are, admittedly. (And you all know who you are.) But
that in no way changes the fact that for many project managers, despite the best of planning,
crises and challenges do emerge. We need to fight fires, combat issues, respond to risks and
keep our sponsors, stakeholders and team members happy, engaged and comfortable. That's a
tall order. And it takes work and effort to realize.
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Technology is complicating this further. We truly have the potential to be always on. And clients
are not afraid to take advantage of that fact. | first got a cell phone in about 1995. And | dreaded
clients asking me for the number, because no matter the emergency that led me to share it with
them “this one time,” they never forgot it, and never failed to use it when it suited them or they felt
it was another emergency. This did not always align with when | thought it was an emergency.
For many of us, this state of affairs hasn’t gotten better since.
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So, what is a project manager that values their sanity and ability to deliver value to do? We want
to be available, but we also need to do the work. We have work to organize, deliverables we are
responsible for and results to follow through on. If we are going to function well and consistently
deliver successfully, we need a strategy:
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e Clearly negotiate expectations. This sounds and seems obvious, but we very rarely
actually follow through and do this. Project managers and sponsors are partners in
ensuring project success. They have expectations of what the project needs to do
(and what they are looking to us for in terms of support). At the same time, we have
expectations of what we need from them in terms of support. It is not only appropriate
to negotiate these, it is absolutely necessary.
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e Set boundaries. Boundaries are essential. And for all that we need to set boundaries
for others, we fundamentally need to set boundaries for ourselves. We need to
structure our time to be successful in terms of our commitments. Which means we
need to protect our time and carve out the chunks necessary to do our critical work.
That means setting expectations for when we are—and are not—available to others.
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Manage notifications. Our various devices are great at telling us when things are
happening. Phones, tablets and computers all let us know when we have a message,
call or email. Sometimes all at the same time. It's easy—and tempting—to be
responsive to every ping, chime, ring and vibration. It's also incredibly distracting.
There are people who we need to pay attention to; add those to your VIP list, and
ignore everything else until you are ready. Plan to deal with email and messages two
or three times a day, not every time that a notification comes in.
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Be consistent in tool choices. Project managers are often insatiably obsessed with
technology, software and office supplies. It's easy and tempting to be sucked in by
whatever system or solution is the flavor of the day, along with needing to learn it,
educate others and set expectations for how it should be used. Often, the best
solutions are the known solutions. Stick with what works. Only consider changing
when it stops working.
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Keep planning ahead. We’'re not talking about the project at this point; that's
probably (or at least hopefully) already planned. More importantly is maintaining a
floating picture of what happens when, particularly as things change. Keep a view of
what needs to happen this month, this week and today. Communicate widely. Adjust
as things change.
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Be disciplined about what you need to accomplish. This is different from what you
want to accomplish. Our aspirations often exceed our capacity. And that's not what
we’re trying to do here. On a good day, when we’re firing on all cylinders, we may
plough well beyond what we ever thought possible. That doesn’t mean it's going to
happen every day (and we shouldn’t expect it to). Be clear about what is absolutely

vital to get done on that day. That should be a short list, and on any reasonable day
absolutely manageable.
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Schedule time for your own work. Project managers have work, too. Sometimes
that’s producing the deliverables of project management: status reports, schedule
updates, budget projections and the like. Over and above that, we are often also
responsible for getting the work of the project done. All of his requires time and effort,
which means we need to carve out time from our schedules to get it done. A week
spent in meetings means that our work gets shifted to evenings and weekends; that’s
not a successful strategy for anyone.
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Schedule time for you. You are a human being and are entitled to time for yourself.
Define your core hours, whatever those might be. Also plan when you are taking
downtime, at least as long as everything is going reasonably well. And where you
have personal commitments (birthdays, anniversaries, dream dates and otherwise),
book those off as inviolable. You will have to compromise occasionally. You shouldn’t
be compromising constantly.
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e Don’t beat yourself up. You are going to run into difficult days and weeks. Things
you had hoped to accomplish won’t get done. Expectations of sponsors and
stakeholders won’t get entirely met. That’s not to say that you’ve failed; it’s just that
life happened. Recognize that the best laid plans of mice and men (in the most non-

gender-specific of ways) go awry. Accept that as normal and to be expected. Plan to
recover, but don’t take it as a sign of personal failing.
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As technology evolves, our always-on mentality is only going to get worse. Allowing that to
happen is a personal choice. Technology is there to serve us. The fundamental question is
whether or not we let it do so, or whether we wind up slaves to the tools we have embraced.
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As technology increases its prevalence, we need to make better choices about how we relate
and respond to it. We teach people how to treat us. If we’re always available, we will never be
able to escape. If we are clear about when and under what circumstances we are available, then
we start to assert some important boundaries—first for ourselves, and then for others.
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