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Preface

This book is about project success. It reveals a secret for project success: effective 
project leadership. It shows where pure project management falls short and why 
project leadership is the decisive factor for project success. It outlines five simple yet 
powerful leadership principles which, if applied systematically, can help you pave 
the path to project success. This book explains these principles and illustrates how 
you can use them to set up, manage, and align your projects for success. Last but 
not least, it shows you how to become an effective project leader.

In a nutshell, the five principles state that effective project leaders

 1. Build vision
 2. Nurture collaboration
 3. Promote performance
 4. Cultivate learning
 5. Ensure results

They thus help secure project success.
These five principles are not based on a particular theory or management con-

cept. A vast amount of literature exists on project management, leadership, project 
success, and related topics. This literature is important and valuable. Yet, I did 
not want to write a literature review of the various books on project leadership. 
Although that also may be a valuable exercise, it was not my intention. Instead, I 
wanted to write a practical book based on my own personal experience in project 
management. I wanted to share my insights about project success and my philoso-
phy of project leadership and how it contributes to project success. I was not inter-
ested in building complex theoretical models of project leadership. My aim was to 
develop a guideline for project leadership that can be applied in any kind of project. 
Thus, the project examples I cite come from all kinds of environments, professional 
and nonprofessional. They show that the principles are universal and independent 
of the nature of a project. One third of the book is reserved for practical samples 
showing the leadership principles in action. In addition, the appendices contain 
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practical and easy-to-use templates and guidelines you can immediately apply in 
your projects.

I am not in the position to claim that I have worked, managed, or reviewed only 
successful projects. I have seen and experienced great projects in which everything 
seemed to work. And I have been exposed to death march projects: doomed for fail-
ure from the beginning, or things just did not go well, or the work atmosphere was 
lousy, or there was no team and instead people were fighting rather than working 
together. This is not to say that this is normal. Indeed, I claim that most projects 
can be successful if set up and run correctly. This book will show you how.

It starts with good, solid project management. This is the toolset of a project. 
As such, it can serve as an excellent vehicle, leveling the way to project success. It is 
not, however, sufficient. I have witnessed projects in which the project manager was 
highly skilled in his or her discipline and all tools and templates were based on best 
practices. And yet the project failed or at least did not go as well as expected. Final 
project deliveries were good but the road to this delivery was filled with the debris 
of long hours, low team morale, and dissatisfied customers.

For some time I, too, had thought that project management is the critical suc-
cess factor of a project. Fortunately, I learned that there is much more to it. At the 
beginning of a project I managed earlier in my consulting career I gathered the 
complete project team. We discussed how to ensure project success from the very 
beginning. Then we talked about the hard facts, which in this case was the success-
ful integration of a call center software. And we went beyond these hard factors. We 
talked about how we could delight the customer, how we could ensure high quality 
throughout the project, how we could learn from our mistakes during the project, 
how we could work smart and not hard, and how we could have fun as a team. We 
set out on the project journey on a high note; we wanted to set a new standard for 
project success.

Succeed we did. The project was delivered on time and in budget. From this 
perspective many people would call the project a success no matter what. Analyzing 
the success, we found that it was actually the “softer” objectives that helped us 
deliver the project successfully. Project success was more than the sum of deliver-
ables. The path to the final delivery mattered a great deal. And it was about us as 
the team. We worked together, shared our expertise and experience, grew together, 
and had fun together. Alas, we were human and consequently we made mistakes 
along the way. What was different in this project was what we made out of our mis-
takes. We took them as learning opportunities. We wanted to deliver results and 
thus accepted mistakes as learning steps toward the ultimate delivery of the final 
product. It was a very rewarding experience. And it was insightful, for it revealed 
the five principles I am laying out in this book. We started out the project with a 
common vision, we nurtured collaboration, we performed as individual experts 
and as a team helping each other, we cultivated learning, embracing mistakes as 
learning and growth opportunities, and finally we delivered results. Project man-
agement was an important and valuable element in project success. However, it 
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was the vision, collaboration, performance, learning, and results that made the key 
difference. They were and they are the principles for project success. Our project 
success was not a one-time phenomenon or happening at the end of the project. It 
was ongoing; it was a growth process for the duration of the complete project and 
culminated in the final delivery: on time, in budget, at a very high quality, and, last 
but not least, delighting the customer.

Project success is like a journey to a final destination. We can compare it with 
an expedition or tour. Take the image here of a mountain guide showing the path 
to the summit of the mountain. You can see the path in front of the guide. The 
planned route is marked on a map and maybe you can see it in the distance. To 
get to the summit you need to be in a good physical shape and carry the right 
tools with you. Depending on how experienced you are, you may need the help of 
others to reach the summit or you may offer your assistance to other members of 
the expedition. If you have ever hiked a mountain you know that arriving at the 
summit is certainly the climax of your trip. But it is not the only thing that mat-
ters. The ascent to and descent from the summit are just as important. And just as 
joyful. Reaching the summit may be the driver of the mountain tour. If, however, 
this is the only thing you focus on, chances are that you will fail along the way and 
never reach the summit. Hiking through nature, you are exposed to the natural 
elements and must react to changing environments. You may have a plan that has 
proven to be reliable in the past. However, at times you may have to change your 
track. You may need to take a detour or decide to turn back to the base camp and 
try to reach the summit at a later time or maybe not at all. Good, experienced 
tour guides know this. They take on the responsibility for their whole group. They 
want the group to safely reach the summit and return to the base. It is not about 
the performance of individuals, who may be highly skilled and experienced moun-
taineers. The mission is to reach the top together and return home safely. This is 
why the picture I chose for the book cover includes a group of people rather than a 
single individual reaching the summit of a mountain. A mountain tour is, just like 
a project, a team effort.

It is misleading to define project success in static terms, focusing only on the 
final delivery. In the mountain tour example, reaching the summit would represent 
that final delivery. Project success is dynamic and covers the complete path from 
initiation to the final deliverable and project closure. Effective project leaders take 
this into account, just like the experienced mountain guide who plans the tour, 
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takes a group of people to the summit, returns them home safely, and is committed 
to making the tour a joyful and safe experience.

Project leadership and the principles of effective leadership are not limited to 
the role of the project manager or project leader. Indeed, you can apply the five 
principles of effective leadership in any role you fill on a project, whether as the 
official project sponsor, project manager, team member, external consultant, project 
auditor, or any other project role. Applying the leadership principles outlined in this 
book contributes to project success. Alas, by themselves they do not guarantee proj-
ect success. It takes more than a single individual to secure project success. It takes a 
team. The question is how you can increase the chances that your project is moving 
in the right direction. The five leadership principles serve as a guideline to project 
success. It is up to you to apply them in your role and thus make a diff erence. It 
is a question of leadership. I am claiming that you, too, can apply the leadership 
principles, practice leadership in your role, and thus contribute to project success. It 
may be difficult at times. But it is possible. Every journey, regardless of how long it 
may be, starts with the first step. Take this step and move forward. May this book 
serve as a companion on your journey to project success. I wish you a happy and 
prosperous journey.
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1

1Chapter 

The World of Projects

Nothing astonishes men so much as common sense and plain dealing.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882),
U.S. philosopher, essayist, and poet, from the essay “Art” (1841)

1.1  The Nature of Projects
So, what is so special about projects in the first place? Actually, nothing really. 
There have always been projects in our daily life, in both the business world and the 
nonbusiness world. The difference is that today people speak about projects differ-
ently. Maybe it is a modern word and people want to sound important when they 
say it. But still there is nothing new about projects.

An obvious advantage of projects is that they produce results in a predetermined 
and agreed-upon time frame. They can be a relatively short duration of only a day 
or two or long-running projects of several years. The fact is that projects produce 
results, tangible or not. They produce results.

So, what is the definition of a project? I suggest the following: A project is a set 
of activities directed toward commonly agreed-upon objectives to be accomplished in a 
certain time frame which is not endless. The direction of a project is given by its objec-
tives. It is a unique endeavor.

In contrast to projects are ongoing activities or routine jobs. For example, assem-
bling a car in a factory is not a project but, at least for the most part, routine work. 
Tax income form processing by an IRS employee is a routine job, not a project. 
Taking your kids to school is most likely a routine job.
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2 Leadership Principles for Project Success

The Project Management Institute (PMI) offers the following definition of a 
project: “A project is a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique product, 
service, or result. The temporary nature of projects indicates a definite beginning 
and end. The end is reached when the project’s objectives have been achieved or 
when the project is terminated because its objectives will not or cannot be met, 
or when the need for the project no longer exists” (Project Management Institute, 
2008, p. 5).

What all common definitions of a project have in common are that a project is a 
unique endeavor, framed by a given time frame defined by a set start and end date.

Let’s talk about some project examples. For most readers, projects in business 
seem most familiar: development of a new product, integration of new software, 
building a bridge or a house, and so forth. In politics, the planning of and running 
an election campaign can be considered a project. It has a set start date and a fixed 
end date, which happens to be election day, and it yields results. Another example 
is the founding of a preschool, from the initial planning date until opening day. 
Planning a summer camp for a youth group is a project. So is the preparation for a 
party, whether it is a family party or festivities for your organization or company. If 
you are involved in a club, a fundraising marathon is a project.

One can find endless examples of projects. Tom Peters (2007) goes as far as 
claiming that all white collar work these days is and actually has to be project work. 
“And not just any project, no matter how droning, boring, and dull, but rather 
what … I come to call ‘Wow Projects’: projects that add value, projects that matter, 
projects that make a difference, projects that leave a legacy … .”

I was fortunate that most of the projects I worked on or managed, inside and 
outside of business, met these requirements. It was not the nature of the projects. 
It was the attitude of the whole team and its desire to create something special. 
All of my wow projects started with a clear vision; clear enough to become emo-
tional about it. We could see, smell, and feel the expected end results. This was a 
strong driver in our day-to-day activities. Other attributes of these projects were 
that collaboration was working: roles and responsibilities were defined, team mem-
bers’ expectations articulated and accounted for, and all were reviewed regularly, 
adapting them where necessary. We nourished teamwork and the freedom to act 
for a common goal. Creating and nurturing an innovative learning environment, 
an atmosphere where feedback was sincere, honest, and constructive, was another 
success factor. It was about helping and learning from each other. Last but not 
least, the wow projects were about delivering results, not just the final deliverable. 
Instead, we set weekly goals to work on and deliver. This meant we always had a 
good sense of accomplishment. Project success became success for all of us.

Projects are everywhere. They are prevalent. As such, it seems that everyone is, 
has already been, or will be involved in a project in one way or another. From this 
perspective, there is nothing special about a project. The distinguishing factor we 
will shed light on in this book is what project success entails. It is easy to talk about 
a project. It is another matter to lead a project to success.
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Before elaborating on project success, let’s once more return to the key charac-
teristics of a project. The multitude of characteristics are too numerous to list on 
this page or even in a single book. Let’s review the core ones.

Projects have objectives. They want to achieve something in a given time frame. 
They need not have a certain duration. Projects can be short-run, such as planning a 
birthday party, or long-run, such as planning a mission to Mars. The duration does 
not matter so much to the definition of a project as the fact that every project has an 
end date. Without an end date, it is most likely not a project and instead an ongoing 
activity or routine job. Hence, the duration of a typical project is project-specific. 
No official definition exists for what the duration should be.

A project is usually run by a team of people who serve in different roles. Usually it 
involves a project manager, whose job is to manage the project to success. In addition 
to the project team, people outside the project may have an interest in and influence on 
the project. Let’s have a closer look at all the roles, within and outside of the team.

The project team provides for both formal or informal roles. Often there is a distinct 
role of project manager. The project manager is in charge of the project; he or she is 
responsible and often accountable for the success of the project. Project players can also 
be found outside the inner circle of the project. Many people have a keen interest in the 
success — or failure — of your project, including the customers and the project sponsor 
who initiated the project. If you work in a corporate setting, your company may have a 
project management office that coordinates several projects and makes sure they are all 
in sync with the overall corporate strategy. Other important project players include line 
managers, who may compete for the same people who are working on your project.

In short, it would be wrong to assume that project players can be found only in 
the innermost circle of your project. Look outside of your core team and assess your 
environment. You will find more players than you initially thought possible. Some 
will play a more significant role than others and may require greater attention.

You may think that having your team in one location is normal. This may be so 
in some cases but not all. A single project can take place in one or numerous loca-
tions. Today’s business world is becoming smaller. A couple of years ago it could 
not be imagined that projects could be run on several continents. It is still the same 
team but not in the same location. Thanks to technology, it has become possible to 
communicate with team members no matter where they are located in the world. 
We call these teams distributed teams.

Going a step further, it is now possible to run a project and never meet your 
own team members. These are called virtual teams. This, too, has become normal 
business to many companies in our global marketplace. The same scenario can hap-
pen in your community, in a nonbusiness environment. Say, for example, you are 
organizing a soccer tournament. You have set up a planning committee, the mem-
bers of which are distributed across your region. You talk to them on the phone and 
exchange emails, but may not meet until the day of the tournament. Yet you were 
part of a team. Thus, distributed and virtual teams are not limited to the business 
world. They are closer and more normal than you think.
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When you set up your project you take people from other groups. In a corpo-
rate environment your company is organized in different departments, called line 
organizations. These departments may follow routine jobs. Your project could be 
embedded in one department, or it may transcend department boundaries, affecting 
and involving several departments. In this case, your project adds another level of 
complexity to the organizational environment. This is called a matrix organization. 
If your project exists in its own environment without breaking or transcending any 
line organization you may be working in a project organization. Which one is best 
depends on the project. Each has its advantages and disadvantages. Although the 
matrix organization is the most common in business these days, it is also the most 
complex. One of its greatest advantages can also be a source of potential conflict. 
Namely, on the one hand a matrix organization may facilitate cross-functional work 
across organizational boundaries. On the other hand, some organizational units 
may oppose this kind of work and withdraw their support of your project. Conflict is 
predetermined. It takes effective project management to cope with this challenge.

One thing is certain: your project does not exist in a vacuum. In rare cases your 
project may be totally isolated from others. For example, certain scientific research 
may fall under this category. Your research project may be isolated to you but not to 
others. You may not see any dependencies to other projects because your project may 
be the dominant one. But dependencies may exist if you rely on input from others 
or vice versa. There may also be interdependencies where other seemingly unrelated 
projects affect those that have an impact on yours. For example, you have obtained all 
the required input for your research, but then another project in your organization is 
given greater priority and a higher budget. That project will thus use money that was 
originally planned for your research. You may have had no interest in the other project, 
yet it affected you because now you may be short of money to fund your research.

In a nutshell, projects always exist in a social and organizational environment 
that can be complex and interdependent. Some projects are totally isolated, as men-
tioned above. However, for the purpose of this book I assume that every project 
exists in a social environment that is complex and interdependent. One can also 
assume that every project, to some extent, exists in a chaotic environment. It is not 
possible to account for all circumstances in your project plan. This is yet another 
reason to talk about guidance and leadership. Someone has to tell us which way to 
go and that there is a light at the end of the tunnel, an answer to this, and project 
success. This cornerstone to project success is called project management.

1.2  Project Management as a Cornerstone 
of Project Success

First, let me be quite frank: project management is NOT the only or even single-
most-important element to project success. It is a cornerstone, a single stone, not 
the whole house. It is a very important stone though. It gives the house a frame 
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with which to start. Some people may even consider it to be the first cornerstone. 
I am not one of them. Project success is not equal to the appropriate application of 
project management. It entails much more. The end result of your project matters 
as much as how you get there. We will return to a definition of project success later. 
For now, let’s record that project management can facilitate project success. It is 
important and necessary for project success, but it is not sufficient. Before I explain 
why this is so, let’s have a closer look at the scope of project management.

Project management is the activity that helps initiate, plan, conduct, monitor, 
control, and close a project. It encompasses knowledge areas such as scope, time, 
cost, quality, risk, procurement management, and basic management skills. These 
management skills are common to other management activities, not project spe-
cific. Two examples include communication and team building.

Project management is important. Let there be no doubt. That is, a project can-
not be run without project management, be it formal or informal. You need to have 
something that holds things together. Underlying is the assumption that we need 
some form of order to organize and run a project. Someone has to do something. 
In this sense, project management helps set a frame, providing structure and order 
to potential chaos. Without this structure a project leads to nowhere; it will most 
likely fail, if it ever takes off.

Project management is not limited to one person. All team members can be 
engulfed in project management. In other words, project management is not lim-
ited to the project manager. Keep in mind that we are talking about the general 
meaning of project management and not the individual role of a project manager.

So, what are the key elements to project management? There are many, yes. This 
is not surprising, given that we have just learned something about the complexity of 
projects. Taking a linear approach to projects and project management, we discover 
five key activities of project management: project initiation, project planning, project 
execution, project monitoring and controlling, and, last but not least, project closure. 
This is more or less the common, most widespread understanding of project manage-
ment. It is linear in the sense that it makes us believe that a project always goes through 
these activity phases in this order. Indeed, this may be so in most projects. However, 
in reality this assumption does not hold true anymore. Projects can fluctuate from one 
phase to another. Figure 1.1 provides a graph of the first linear approach, where the line 
depicts the planned, linear project progress. However, after project completion, if you 
were to graph how things really went, it may look like the graph in Figure 1.2, where 
the jagged line depicts the actual project progress, which is clearly nonlinear.

Sound too abstract and theoretical? Let’s take the example of building a house. 
Let’s say you wanted to build your own home. You even have a picture in your mind 
of how it will look. You can imagine what it will be like to move in and to live in the 
home. You foresee the planning phase, talking with construction workers, agencies, 
your bank, and so forth. You are ready to go. You have sketched a first blueprint 
and have checked your finances. You think you are ready to start construction 
when your bank calls to tell you that it needs another form of security from you. 
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6 Leadership Principles for Project Success

Or, 2 weeks after construction has started, you find out that the blueprint doesn’t 
include the second bathroom you asked for on the first floor. You must go back to 
the planning phase — parallel to constructing your house.

There is nothing wrong with the linear approach, taken as a model or frame-
work. It certainly helps structure a project. But it does not naturally explain the key 
elements to project management. The graph in Figure 1.2 shows very clearly that 
real life can deviate from the planned line and may go in a different direction. Life 
is not linear. It is complex and oftentimes chaotic.

So, what are key common elements, even in chaotic projects? I think there are four:

 1. Vision, goals, and objectives. Every project has a goal. It may not meet formal crite-
ria of measurable results, but still, all projects are meant to achieve something.

 2. People. Every project involves people, communication, and collaboration. I 
cannot think of a single project that does not involve people. Projects always 
exist in a social environment.
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 3. Results. Project management is aimed to help produce results. This means that 
someone or a group of people pick up something (a goal, objective, vision) 
and want to build toward it. They all want results.

 4. Management skills. They could be technical or mechanical in nature, such as 
time, scope, cost, or procurement management, or they could have a social 
nature, such as communication and team building.

Where does this lead us with respect to a project manager? Who is this project 
manager? What role does he or she play? Are project managers like superman, run-
ning the whole show? Or are they the administrator of some plans? Maybe project 
managers just facilitate the team to perform and do the work and produce results? 
The answer is that there is no single answer. It is unlikely that the project manager 
is always superman, doing all the jobs, saving an ailing project, producing all results 
alone and taking the glory. There may be projects like this. However, I cannot think 
of a project I was involved in where this was expected from the project manager. 
With respect to the other possible roles: coach, administrator, facilitator, leader, and 
so forth, yes, there are many examples where this holds true. But again, it depends 
on the situation. Not too helpful, you might think? Take this with you: a project 
manager may fill many roles. However, one thing is certain: do not expect a project 
manager to be superman who saves the world — or your project.

1.3  A Common Theme: Projects in Trouble
Let’s have a look again at the key elements of project management: project ini-
tiation, planning, conducting, monitoring, controlling, closing and vision, objec-
tives, people, communication, and results. All of these elements seem so simple and 
straight forward. And they are. Project management is a lot about common sense. It 
is not complicated if you think of these elements as the key to project management. 
But why then do so many projects fail? Let’s have a look at some numbers.

The Standish Group’s CHAOS report (The Standish Group, 2009a) contains 
some of the most quoted statistics of project success rates. Although this report 
analyzes mostly IT projects, the numbers can be translated to other industries 
and practices as well. Their press release of April 23, 2009, summarized the main 
findings of the 2009 report, stating that only 32% of all projects succeeded, in the 
sense that they delivered the required scope on time and on budget. According 
to the report, “44% were challenged which are late, over budget, and/or with less 
than the required features and functions and 24% failed which are cancelled 
prior to completion or delivered and never used” (The Standish Group, 2009b).

These numbers are frustrating and disturbing. No, they are alarming. Something 
must be wrong here. Why do so many projects fail? After all, it is all common sense, 
right? Well, what we can say at this point already is that common sense is not equal 
to common practice. This is a truism. Granted. And it is true. Actually it may drive 
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people nuts when you ask them why they are not practicing what they think is 
normal and common sense.

Let’s have a look at some common themes of projects in trouble. There can be 
discrepancies between the goals, scope, budget, time, and quality expectations and 
requirements. There may be cost overruns. The team atmosphere is lousy. The boss 
doesn’t support you. Politics are involved that make life for your project miserable. 
Nobody cares about time limits; milestones are regularly missed and not moni-
tored. Let’s look at some examples:

Consider a public project of resurfacing a highway. The project budget and  
construction schedule had been defined early on. Unfortunately, the project 
turned out to be over budget and several weeks overdue.
The goal of an IT project was to replace an existing software application in  
the marketing department of the company. Development work was finished 
on time but the marketing department refused to sign off on the new applica-
tion because it did not meet its requirements.
The target date for the rollout of a toll billing system for trucks on German  
major highways was originally scheduled for the middle of August 2003. 
It was repeatedly delayed. Finally, in January 2005 the system opened, 16 
months after the original deadline.

I could go on citing examples of failing projects. But that is not the point. What 
is important to understand are the underlying reasons for project trouble and fail-
ure. The CHAOS report is one example for listing the most common reasons for 
project failure, and there are other reports available.

My own experience tells me that five key factors lead to project failure:

 1. Lack of vision. The objectives are neither clearly defined nor mutually under-
stood by those running and being involved in the project. Consequently, the 
scope of the project is vague and the timeline leading to the target end date is 
anything but realistic.

 2. Lack of a functioning team. Instead, there is an accumulation of people who 
may or may not work together. Insular work is common. Communication is 
held to a minimum. Collaboration is poor.

 3. The team as a whole or individuals do not perform as they ought to.
 4. No reflection of its own behavior. People do not react to changes, but instead 

stick to old patterns. Learning does not take place.
 5. No regular interim results. People may work together, but they do not pro-

duce results. If results are produced, they may be late or of low quality.

Does this apply only to projects in the business world? No. Take the following 
real example: In my hometown a group of parents was upset about heavy traffic. It 
was difficult and dangerous for their kids to cross one of the main streets in town. 
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All the parents agreed that a new traffic light was necessary, allowing the kids to 
cross the street safely by controlling traffic. They started collecting signatures. In 
less than 3 weeks they collected 200 signatures. This was an impressive number. 
They took the signature lists to the local mayor and asked for his support to release 
the necessary budget money. Unfortunately, the mayor was not convinced of the 
need for a new traffic light and turned down their request. The parents protested 
but could not change the mayor’s mind. Frustrated, the parents gave up and the 
project died.

What went wrong? First of all, this project did have a goal: a traffic light. 
Clearly this was not the cause for project failure. Problems arose because the par-
ents focused solely on support from the mayor. However, the mayor was only one 
person, and the budget authority lay with the town council. Unfortunately, none 
of the town council members were informed or involved in the project. Another 
cause for the project failure was the lack of reflection on the parents’ part. Once the 
mayor signaled his skepticism about the project, the parents did not challenge him, 
nor did they ask themselves what else they could do to achieve the project objec-
tives. Instead, they gave up.

As much as projects are part of everyday life, so is trouble and project failure, 
it seems. However, do not generalize this statement that most projects are doomed 
for failure right from the beginning. When talking about projects in trouble, one 
should distinguish between those that are merely ailing and those that are indeed 
doomed to fail. Ailing projects can be realigned to their original or modified objec-
tives if the necessary changes are made. In the case of failing projects, you may 
sooth the pain, but it is impossible to rescue the project, or at least it is very difficult 
and unlikely that you will succeed. Project objectives are no longer achievable.

An example of an ailing project was the construction of the Olympic stadium for 
the Summer Olympic Games 2000 in Athens, Greece. Two years prior to the open-
ing ceremony the construction was way behind schedule. The construction crews 
managed to catch up and barely finished the stadium before the Olympic Games.

An example of a failing project was the idea to build a high-speed train connec-
tion between the Munich Airport and the Munich Central Station in Germany. 
Whereas public resistance to the project was moderate at the beginning of the plan-
ning phase, it strengthened the more it became apparent that the original budgeted 
project cost would most likely explode and even double. The objectives of building 
and operating an economical train connection were no longer achievable. The proj-
ect was canceled before the first construction worker could arrive.

Don’t think that if you are faced with or involved in a failing project there is 
nothing you can do. Regardless of your role, if you want to demonstrate leadership 
you can always act, and actually you must act. This is even more true in the case of 
an ailing project, which can still be saved.

You can try realigning the project, by yourself or with others. We will talk about 
possible approaches for realigning ailing projects later in this book. And even in the 
case of a failing project there are things you can do. You can run away, hold still, 
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swallow and wait for better times, hope for a miracle, or do nothing. Or, if you are 
the person in charge of the project, you can cancel the project. Indeed, canceling a 
project may be the only right thing to do. Don’t have the illusion that every project 
has to finish successfully. First of all, we have learned that a majority of projects do 
fail for various reasons. Once you realize that your project falls into this category 
you may seriously consider canceling it. It may save time and resources and, on your 
part, lots of nerves and energy.

Regardless of whether you have to cancel a project or manage to realign it, you 
can learn a lot from such project rescue missions. This is true whether you have 
been actively involved in such a situation or simply read about it. Failing and ail-
ing projects offer valuable lessons. The main thing you want to learn is how to set 
up a project the correct way right from the beginning. You want to learn how to 
create and nurture your project right from its initiating stage. There is no law that 
projects first have to fail in order to succeed. When you start a new project, set it 
up for success from the beginning. That this is no illusion is shown in the follow-
ing example.

Let’s return to the story of the futile attempt by parents to get a traffic light. One 
year later, a new group of parents formed. They were aware of the previous failed 
attempt to get a new traffic light. Although the new group had the same goals, they 
did not focus only on a safe passage for their own children. They expanded the vision 
to include senior citizens and everybody else who had a hard time crossing the road. 
Prior to starting their signature initiative they informed the town council members 
and secured their support for the project. In addition, they involved local schools and 
businesses. Last but not least, they talked with the local newspapers, which ran reports 
on the new project. Initially, the mayor was still skeptical. When he realized the proj-
ect enjoyed strong public support, he changed his mind and jumped on the band-
wagon. Within a few weeks the town council released the necessary budget money for 
the new traffic light. Six months later the new traffic light was in operation.

This example shows that just because a project failed before doesn’t mean it 
won’t work the next time around, provided we identify the root causes of the pre-
vious failure and resolve them, or just avoid them right from the beginning. It 
is therefore wrong to assume that most projects are doomed for failure or that 
troubled projects inevitably lead to failure.

1.4  Leadership and Project Success
Successful projects are not figments of imagination. They happen. Daily. It is up 
to you if you want your project to be one of them. Earlier we learned that project 
management is mostly common sense.

Well, now it is up to you to put this common sense into action. Practice com-
mon sense. Follow through. And inspire your team to follow you. Lead the pack 
and move along as a team.
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This does not happen overnight. Some people think that it is sufficient for the team 
to acknowledge and practice common sense. I am saying that this is not sufficient. Yes, 
it takes a team to run a project. But it takes at least one person to lead the pack.

The right and appropriate project management skills are crucial. In addition, 
you must have an understanding of basic leadership principles, and you have to live 
them. The combination of project management and leadership principles yields 
project leadership. Corollary, not every project manager is a project leader.

The team is equally important for project success. The collaboration within 
the team and the performance of each individual team member as well as the per-
formance of the team as one unit are critical factors for project success. Without a 
performing team it is difficult to secure project success. A performing team does 
not fall from heaven. It is possible that teams successfully organize themselves into 
a performing unit. There may even be the absence of formal project management as 
we know it. But don’t be fooled. Every performing team still needs rigid boundaries 
within it functions.

Performing teams can evolve from within, but you have to ignite this fire of 
performance and you have to set boundaries within the team for it to function. If 
you want to generate results out of seemingly chaos you have to build structure that 
enables creativity, innovation, and results. Helping build and sustain this structure 
is the leadership we will be talking about in this book. Project management pro-
vides excellent tools to build this structure. By themselves the tools are not suffi-
cient for project success. Unless you gear them into the right direction, they remain 
ineffective. If you want to secure project success you have to understand what it 
takes to set the right direction. Project management alone will not do the trick. It 
takes leadership — your leadership. Without project leadership there is no direction 
in project management. Leadership is the decisive factor for improving the chances 
for projects to succeed. Consequently, effective project management needs to have 
a solid foundation based in project leadership. Without leadership, chances are that 
a project will be “just another project.”

It is up to you which project you prefer. If you are interested in successful 
projects and what leadership principles help you achieve them, continue reading. 
Leadership principles are not rocket science. Why? Because the five leadership prin-
ciples I propose in this book are based on common sense. They are not abstract 
ideas or figments of our imagination. They work because they are based on real-life 
project experience. Because they are common sense, it is not difficult to understand 
and apply them and demonstrate true leadership.

This book will tell you what it takes and how to get there. The first part of 
the book introduces the concept of the project leadership pyramid. This pyramid 
comprises the five leadership principles for project success. The second part of the 
book will put the project leadership pyramid into practice. It includes practical 
examples for how you can apply the five leadership principles in your daily project 
life. The final part of the book (Part III) details how you can become an effective 
project leader.
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1.5  Application Suggestions
Think of two projects of your choice. One should be a project that could serve as 
an example of a project in trouble, the other one a project that runs or has run 
smoothly and to your full satisfaction.

 1. Answer the following questions about each project:
 a. What are the objectives of this project? Are they mutually understood 

and even agreed by everyone involved in the project?
 b. Do you have clear roles and responsibilities in the project? How is the 

atmosphere on the project?
 c. Does everyone speak openly and freely? Or are communication channels 

obscured and blocked?
 d. Does every person and the team perform as expected? What is done if an 

individual or maybe even the whole team is not performing as expected 
and/or required?

 e. Do you stick to your plan? How do you react to changes in the project 
situation?

 f. How often do you deliver results? Do they meet minimal requirements?
 2. Compare your notes and identify the three most important factors that affect 

or have affected the success of your project.
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