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Projects have problems. Most 
problems arise and are solved. On 
some projects however, the problems 
add up and are compounded to a point 
where they cannot be resolved 
successfully. These are sometimes 
called “troubled projects”. These 
projects may limp along to the finish 
line. However, if the sponsor and 
management stakeholders have the 
perception that the project cannot get 
to the finish line, a project rescue 
should be attempted. 

Project rescues are radical measures. 
A formal project rescue means that 
you have given up on the ability of the 
project manager to right the ship. 
Project rescue is not an attempt to 
repair a sinking ship. It is an attempt 
to raise a ship that is already 
underwater – perhaps on the bottom.  

By their nature, project rescues are 
very risky. There is a lot that can go 
wrong and if you are not careful, the 
rescue can be dragged under just as 
the original project was. However, by 
structuring the project rescue 
correctly, you can manage these risks 
successfully.  

Rule#1. Isolate the rescue work 
into a separate project  

This is the key to success. Many 
organizations view project rescue as a 
time for the cavalry to come charging 
up the hill. Instead of just jumping in, 
the first thing that needs to happen is 
to recognize that the work to recover 
the troubled project is itself a project. 
The Rescue Project has a start and an 
end, resources, deliverables, etc. It fits 
all of the classic definitions of a 
project. Since it is a project, the first 
thing that needs to happen is a 
definition and planning process. Just 
as with a regular project, the definition 
and planning process gives you a 
chance to validate: 

• The purpose of the recovery 
project (overview and objectives) 

• The deliverables to be produced 
(scope) 

• The other aspects of scope 
including validating the 
organizations, the portions of the 
project to recover, etc. 

• The sponsor, project manager and 
other key stakeholders of the 
recovery project (project 
organization) 

• The estimated duration and cost of 
the recovery project 

• The assumptions and risks 
associated with the recovery 
project, and how the risks will be 
managed 

• Who will be involved in the 
recovery project (project 
organization) 

This definition and planning process 
does not have to take a long-time. It 
could be that it only takes a day or 
two. However, it is important to make 
sure that the project manager of the 
Rescue Project is in synch with the 
sponsor of the work that is to be done 
as a part of the rescue. Once the 
recovery project has been defined and 
planned, the sponsor and appropriate 
stakeholders should approve the 
Project Definition (Charter).   

Rule #1A. Gain agreement with 
the sponsor on the deliverables of 
the Rescue Project 

This is actually a subset of the first 
rule, but it is important enough to 
have its own rule. In many Rescue 
Projects, the primary deliverables are 
a revised Project Definition (Charter) 
and workplan for the troubled project. 
In many cases, the revised 
deliverables are radically different 
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from the originals. Additional 
deliverables might include: 

• New/revised Project Management 
Procedures 

• New/revised Risk Plan 

• New/revised Communication Plan 

• New/revised team members, 
probably including the project 
manager of the troubled project 

You want to Rescue Project to create 
or update the project management 
deliverables for the troubled project. 
However, the more work that is 
required from the Rescue Project, the 
riskier the recovery will be.  

Rule #2. Assess the troubled 
project to determine what went 
wrong and why 

It is very risky to propose alternatives 
for rescuing a project without doing an 
assessment first of the causes. As a 
part of the initial briefing, you are 
likely to talk with the sponsor or other 
senior managers. They will certainly 
brief you on the background and the 
problems. However, they are just one 
voice that you will need to listen to. 
Even information that comes from the 
sponsor should be validated and 
confirmed by others before the 
assessors make any decisions. 

To be effective, the assessment must 
include: 

• Project team 

• Sponsor 

• Client managers 

• Users 

• Vendors, suppliers and other third 
parties that have a high degree of 
involvement  

Assessing all the major stakeholders 
will not only allow you to see a more 

balanced view of the project, but will 
also help you in implementing the 
recovery plan. People tend to respond 
better to adversity and change if they 
think they have been consulted and 
had input into the recovery process.  

Rule #3. Be open to every possible 
alternative – including canceling 
the project 

After the assessment is complete, 
alternatives should be developed along 
with a recommendation. The 
alternatives will vary greatly, 
depending on the causes that were 
uncovered during the assessment. 
However, a couple of alternatives will 
normally always be considered:  

• Stop the project. If a project is in 
bad enough shape that a rescue is 
required, the team should always 
leave open the possibility that the 
project should just be cancelled. 
Sometimes there is a hesitancy to 
cancel a project because of the 
implication that all of the money 
spent so far will have been wasted. 
However, you should look instead 
at the money already spent as 
being a "sunk" cost. Sunk costs 
refer to money already spent on 
the project. For the most part, 
sunk costs represent money that 
you will never get back. The 
question in a troubled project is 
not so much the sunk costs as it is 
the remaining costs and whether 
the project makes business sense if 
you spend the estimated cost to 
complete the project.  

• Do nothing. Let the project 
continue as is. In some cases, 
the sponsor may determine that 
the cost of a project rescue is not 
worth pursuing. For example, a 
project may be projected to 
complete at a budget 50% higher 
than estimated. However, the 
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assessment may determine that a 
cause is that the project cost was 
underestimated. In this case, there 
is not much that can "rescue" the 
project. The sponsor is forced to 
accept the higher cost of the 
project, cancel the project or scope 
back the deliverables. 

The risk of choosing the wrong rescue 
options is managed by making sure 
you’re your sponsor and management 
stakeholders approve the recovery 
plan, taking the alternatives and 
recommendations into account. If a 
broad audience was consulted to 
create the alternatives, and if these 
same people buy in to the final 
recovery plan, the chances of the 
rescued project completing within 
revised expectations will increase 
dramatically.   

Rule #4. Measure and Monitor 
Recovery Plan 

There is always a risk that the newly 
rescued project will have additional 
problems after the recovery plan is in 
place. This risk has to be managed 
through proactive monitoring and 
measurement to validate the status of 
the recovery plan and the project in 
general. The worst result of a project 
rescue is that the recovery itself fails. 
If this happens, not only is the entire 
project likely to be cancelled, but there 
may be repercussions for those 
involved including a loss of credibility, 
less opportunity in the future, a 
demotion or even a chance of being 
fired.  

The following elements will be a part 
of measuring and monitoring the 
project.   

• Proactive communication, 
including Status Reports, status 
meetings and managing 
expectations, is necessary. If the 
project has a Communication Plan, 

it should also be revised. Some 
communication activities that do 
not provide measurable value may 
need to be stopped. Other 
communication activities may need 
to be included to overcome the 
credibility damage to the project 
already. 

• Meticulous updating of the 
project workplan to ensure it is 
up-to-date and that it always 
shows a clear path to completion. 

• Track costs, effort hours, 
rework and project errors.  

• Measure client satisfaction with 
the recovery. This includes 
sending out short client satisfaction 
surveys, as well as talking first-
hand with the major stakeholders 
to ensure that their expectations 
are being met. 

If the project does not already have 
these in place, they need to be added 
as a part of the recovery plan. If they 
are already in place, the effectiveness 
of the processes needs to be validated, 
and other proactive activities may 
need to be added as well. Remember 
that the old processes for monitoring 
and measuring the work may not have 
been effective and may have 
contributed to the project getting into 
trouble. Stronger monitoring and 
measuring may be needed as a part of 
the recovery.  

Depending on the duration remaining 
on the project, this may also be a time 
when the project manager needs to 
use techniques for micromanagement. 
Normally, you might not want to be 
involved in the team work activities on 
a detailed basis. However, when you 
are in a recovery, you may need to 
keep a close watch and close follow-up 
on all outstanding work.   

Summary 
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Project rescues are not for the faint of 
heart and they are not appropriate for 
the typical project that is having 
typical projects. However, if you have 
a large and important project that is 
off the rails, it might be time for this 
radical intervention.  

If you perform a project rescue, be 
smart about it. Can you image a worse 
scenario that trying to rescue a 
project, only to see the rescue effort 
itself fail?  

The way to manage the risks 
associated with a project rescue is to 
structure the rescue work itself as a 
project. This isolates the rescue work 
into a separate entity with its own 
Project Definition, workplan, 
deliverables. The purpose of the 
Rescue Project is to not to carry on the 
work of the failed project. The purpose 
of the Rescue Project is to come up 
with the new Project Definition 
(Charter), new workplan, new 
estimates, new deliverables and 
anything else that is required for the 
original troubled project. The Rescue 
Project then ends and goes away. The 
Sponsor, project manager and 
management stakeholders must then 
do a much better job of managing and 
monitoring the formerly troubled 
project to ensure that it can now be 
finished within the revised set of 
expectations.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rescuing troubled projects
does not have to be a 

daunting task. 

 We have done it before.  

Contact us for more 
information. 

info@tenstep.com
877.536.8434 / 770.795.9097

 

About TenStep 

TenStep, Inc. (www.TenStep.com) is 
headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia 
(USA), and specializes in developing, 
consulting and training in business 
methodologies. The company’s 
flagship product is the TenStep Project 
Management Process®, which has 
been licensed to thousands of 
companies and individuals around the 
world. In addition, TenStep has 
training, consulting and business 
methodology products covering Project 
Management Offices, portfolio 
management, software development 
and application support.  

The TenStep process is translated into 
14 languages, allowing it to be utilized 
by organizations in most parts of the 
world.   

TenStep meets the needs of local 
businesses with a network of 
offices in the USA and around the 
world.  

Our training classes include: 

• Project Management (advanced 
and basic) 

• Preparing for the PMP Exam 
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• Earned Value Management 

• Setting up and Running Project 
Management Offices 

• Setting up and Running Portfolios 

• Gathering Business Requirements 

• Many, many more 

Our consulting services include: 

• Project management deployment 
and customization 

• Project Quickstarts 

• Setting up PMOs 

• Project management coaching, 
auditing documentation review 

• Managing your projects 

• Many more 

About the Author: 

Tom Mochal, PMP is the president of 
TenStep, Inc. (www.TenStep.com), a 
methodology development, consulting 
and training company. He is also the 
head of The TenStep Group, a network 
of TenStep offices supporting the 
TenStep process in numerous 
languages and countries around the 
world.  

Mochal is author of a book on 
managing people called "Lessons in 
People Management" and a companion 
book on project management called 
"Lesson in Project Management”. 
Mochal also authored all of the 
TenStep methodology products.  

Mochal recently won the 
Distinguished Contribution Award 
from the Project Management Institute 
for his work spreading knowledge of 
project management around the world.  

Mochal is a speaker, lecturer, 
instructor and consultant to companies 
and organizations around the world. 

He is a member of the Atlanta, 
Georgia (USA) chapter of the Project 
Management Institute (PMI), the 
American Management Association 
(AMA), the American Society for the 
Advancement of Project Management 
(asapm®), and is a partner in The 
Management Mentors, a group 
dedicated to building knowledge in 
project management, IT management 
and leadership/personal development.  

Contact us at info@tenstep.com  

TenStep, Inc. 
2363 St. Davids Square 
Kennesaw, GA. 30152

877.536.8434 
770.795.9097
 
 

www.aspe-sdlc.com                                                                                             877-800-5221

mailto:info@tenstep.com


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


