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O n more than one occasion, there
have been cases where a project
falls short of expectation in one

or more of the triple constraint items. Yet,
the project team collectively and officially
pronounces the project a success.  In other
occasions, the team may consider the
project a success while the client
pronounces it a failure.  The disparity of
judgment as to the success or failure of a
project might even extend into the team
and the client personnel, i.e., the
pronouncement of success or failure may
not be unanimous among client personnel
or among the project team.  Some of the
people in this collective group may believe
that the project was a success while others
may believe that failure would be a better
descriptor for the project.

To put the issue in perspective, when
someone pronounces a project a success or
a failure, the judgment is usually based on
some factual evidence, although not
everyone uses the same data.  Even when
the same data is used, not the same set of
evaluation indices is used by all parties in
arriving at a basis of evaluation for the
degree of success of a project.

Another parameter, complicating
observations of the degree of project
success, is people issues.  Sometimes, a
project can miss some or all of the triple
constraints and still be pronounced a
success because of the team’s positive
performance in attending to people issues.

Conversely, there are times that the project
is on target with respect to the original
scope, cost, and schedule, and yet the
client pronounces it a failure because of
shortcomings of the team in dealing with
people issues.  The reason for these
seemingly odd pronouncements is that
people related issues subtly modify the
interpretation of quantitative indices of
project performance.  These people issues
include trust, team spirit, morale,
responsiveness, punctuality, customer
focus, communications, teamwork, conflict
resolution, trust, integrity, honesty,
sociability, and flexibility.

Examples of failed, controversial, or
marginal projects are hard to find.  Private
organizations do not publicize such
projects.  By and large, the private sector
projects that get publicized are those that
were successful; at least in the opinion of
the upper management of the company.
On the other hand, examples of failed,
controversial, or marginal projects that can
easily be found are public projects that are
funded by the US federal and local
governments.  Examples of these projects
are the Boston Southeast Expressway, the
Springfield Interchange in Virginia,
Denver Airport, Sydney Opera House,
Reagan Office Building, and the Woodrow
Wilson Bridge in Metropolitan DC area.
There is an ongoing debate as to whether,
or to what extent, any of these projects was
successful.

The perception of failure and success
is usually based on unspoken and personal
indices, which is why two different people,
usually with two different sets of
experiences and values, would assess the
success of the same project differently.
There is a need for a set of performance
indices that formalize the process and
make explicit what is implicit in these
seemingly subjective evaluations.  The
objective is not to standardize the indices,
nor their relative weight, but rather
formalize and highlight a uniform and
logical evaluation process. The purpose of
this article is to introduce tools that would
allow team members and client personnel
to formalize the way they evaluate projects.
The primary advantage of such
formalization is the consistency in
evaluation procedures, and potential
project-to-project transferability of the
resulting values

Using the same set of factors during
the entire project life cycle will provide a
baseline for informed monitoring of the
progress in achieving all of the objectives of
the project.  This consistent and
methodical information will be invaluable
in tracking the effectiveness of various
project implementation processes, since
the resulting historical data would provide
a foundation for continuous improvement
in planning of future projects.

It is important to stress that this article
is not advocating a specific set of attributes
and a specific set of rating values, but rather
the methodology by which the attributes
and their ratings are identified, formalized,
and documented.  The structures
identified and described here should be
modified in concert with organizational
culture and priorities, and in the light of
short-term and long-term project
management goals of the organization.
The assignment of weights and priorities to
the various elements of the structure can
be either based on the amount of time and
effort that would be necessary to fully
manage and deliver a specific element, or
based on the importance of that element.

Two Different Sets of Attributes
The points of reference of the client

are the features of the product, although
sometimes the perspective might get
tempered by behavioral and relationships
issues of the project team.  There is no
question that the team is primarily
concerned with the deliverable.  But
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sometimes, in the process of planning and
executing the project, the team gets
sidetracked by the activities and processes
of the project, to the determent of the
deliverables.  Finally, the team might
become so focused on the processes, and
the deliverables that these processes
produce, that the team as a whole might
overlook the people issues involved in
interrelationships within the team among
the team members, and with the client.   It
is ironic that these relationships in turn
will affect the quality and magnitude of
the deliverables, albeit in subtle and
nondescript ways.

Given that the client and the team
generally view project success differently,
a set of formalized, explicit, and
quantifiable indices will allow the project
team and client personnel get an insight
into how the other group views projects.
Such indices will allow the team members

to develop a needed sensitivity to the
client’s preferences and priorities.  This
new outlook is invaluable during the
planning, scope development,
implementation, and change
management of the current project, as it
would be in planning of future projects.
The relative importance of team factors
may change during the life of the project,
although the client indicators will be more
stable.  For instance, the importance of
risk management, which is one of team
success factors, will diminish as project
draws to a close.  However, the client
strong focus on the triple constraints, and
secondary focus on people issues will stay
unchanged throughout the life of the
project.

If the factors are selected on a project-
by-project basis, it is entirely possible that
they would be a reflection of the project
manager’s preferences and the specific

constraints of the project.  As such, they
will be specific to that manager and might
lose their value in terms of applicability to
other projects, or if the project manger or
the team members are changed
midstream.  In order to achieve a
somewhat universal applicability, a
generalized project success evaluation
model is needed.  The objective in the
selection of the structures and categories
described here is to achieve
comprehensiveness of coverage and
applicability to any project in any industry.
The advantage of this approach is the
availability of benchmarking data across
multiple projects, and in various
industries.

Sometimes, particularly in
organizations that traditionally award cost-
plus contracts, the client gets involved in
planning the project and in designing all
of the activities that are necessary to

Figure 2—The Client View of Project Success Indicators (Continued)

Figure 1—The Client View of Project Success Indicators
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deliver the final product.  The
disadvantage of this transfer of focus is that
the contractor and the project team tend
to become focused on following the
process prescribed by client rather than
delivering the final product.

The client’s success indicators are
designed to determine whether or not a
particular feature exists in the final
product that was delivered to the client.
Whereas, the team success factors tend to
focus on whether or not processes,
procedures, and tools were in place in
order to facilitate the activities that would
ultimately result in the final product.  The
premise in developing two sets of indices is
that the viewpoints of client and the team
are fundamentally different.  This article
describes the development of two separate
structures, very similar to a WBS, to
characterize the elements describing the
client and the team viewpoints.

Client View
Project success attributes, as viewed

by the client, are derived from the limited
product characteristics and areas of
performance that will facilitate successful
competitive positioning of the
organization.  Success in this limited
number of areas will signify success for the
project.  

The client’s focus is primarily on the
goals and objective of the project, and
specifically on the scope and quality
aspects of the deliverables of the project.
Of secondary importance are cost and
schedule attributes of the project.  To
some extent, the client does not, and need
not, become concerned with all those
activities and procedures that were
implemented in the process of fabricating,
assembling, crafting, or creating the
deliverables of the project.  

The project objectives can be
associated with the achievement of an
identifiable level of performance or
certain attributes of the deliverable.  The
objectives will include characteristics
such as physical size, capacity, length,
height, or strength. It may also involve the
achievement of a certain level of
quantified reliability, the attainment of a
critical speed, the establishment of a
quantified level of system availability, the
ability to handle a given number of
transactions within a defined period of

Figure 3—The Client View of Project Success Indicators (Continued)

Figure 4—Project Management Maturity Level Descriptions



26 Cost Engineering  Vol. 45/No. 4  APRIL 2003

time, or the ability to provide a certain
level of quantified customer satisfaction.
Other deliverables and objectives can
include physical tolerances, software
tolerance limits, physical speed, software
processing speed, software processing
accuracy, indicators of surface texture,
quantified robustness features, software
error frequency, quantified personnel
skills, or quantified measures of user
friendliness of the software.

When the client commissions a
project, either for the use of the client, or
for the use of one of the stakeholders, the
objectives of the project and the
characteristics of the deliverables are the
basis for measuring the degree of the
success of the project.  This view of the
objectives and deliverable would be held
regardless of whether the project will be
implemented by an outside organization
through a contract, or by an internal
organization through a mandate or
interdepartmental agreements.  Thus, the
success of the project is measured by the
degree to which the desired scope and
quality were achieved and by the

satisfactory values of project duration and
project cost.  These items lend themselves
to quantification and therefore the results
and observations are highly quantitative.
These indices might even be precise if the
project objectives were specified with
clarity at the inception, and if the changes
to the project environment were tracked
and managed methodically throughout
the life of the project.  The parameters
that would influence the pronouncement
of success for these attributes are the
accuracy of the original value, the
acceptability of the final value, and the
extent to which the variance is justified by
changes in project constraints and in the
organizational environment.  Within the
context of the tone of this article, these
items deal with things, and as such can be
independent of people issues, although
people issues influence the texture and
manner of the execution of these project
tasks.  In some cases the client,
consciously or sub-consciously, places
some importance on two categories of the
people issues of the project: those dealing
with client satisfaction and those dealing

with team morale.  The items that would
influence the client’s perception of the
success of the project include the team’s
responsiveness, punctuality, demeanor,
trust, adversarial, and communication
characteristics.  To a lesser extent and
much less frequently, enlightened clients
consider the team morale during and after
the project delivery as an element of
project success, particularly if the project
is an internal project.  

Using a WBS-like structure for the
characterization and calculation of
success indicators, as viewed by the client,
the first level of this structure will have the
following elements: things issues and
people issues, as seen in figure 1.  Things
issues will include scope, quality, cost, and
schedule; these items will be judged on
the basis of accuracy, sophistication of the
original value, attractiveness, realism, and
acceptability of the final value.  People
issues will include client satisfaction, and
team morale.  Elements of the third level
of this structure are shown in figure 3.
The relative weight placed on each of
these elements will be dependent on

Figure 5—Project Success Factors, Team View

Figure 6—Project Success Factors, Team View (Continued)
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organizational objectives, strategic goals,
and corporate environments.  However,
figures 2 and 3 provide a first
approximation of these values.
Independent of how these attributes are
created and ranked, best results can be
achieved if the project is ranked by such
formalized process as frequently as
possible and throughout the life of the
project.  Thus, variations in evaluation
numbers, which can stem from personal
preferences and different viewpoints, will
be placed in proper perspective.  It is an
important point that if the purpose is to
make a cursory evaluation, evaluating the
level two elements, as shown in figure 2
might be sufficient. On the other hand, if
a detailed success evaluation is necessary,
one might choose to evaluate the project
success by quantifying the level three
elements, as shown in figure 3, or even
level four elements. 

In the structures presented in this
article, the number of points assigned to
each element indicates the relative
importance of the elements. The total
possible number of points that are
normally assigned to the project will then
be 500.  The reason for this particular
distribution is to have a scale of 1-5 for the
success of the project, somewhat akin to
the project maturity ratings assigned to
organizations; a brief description of the
levels of maturity is shown in figure 4.  It
is likely that if the majority of projects in
an organization are ranked at three, that
particular organization is at the maturity
level three.  Naturally, this assessment is
by inference only, but it could serve as a
good first approximation for the
organization maturity.  On the other hand,

if the organization has achieved a level-
three maturity, most although not all of
the projects will achieve a rating of three.
There might be a statistical inference
relationship although not necessarily a
linear deterministic relationship.

Team View
Project success attributes, as viewed

by the team, are derived from the limited
project management activity categories
that should receive constant and careful
attention from the project management
team.  In order for the project to be
considered successful, all of the activities
indicated by the team factors must be
managed well regardless of the phase and
regardless of the incremental changes to
scope, schedule, and cost.  However, the
time spent on these activities, and the
impact of that activity on the deliverables,
might change during the project lifecycle.

The primary focus of the project team
is the final deliverable of the project.  But,
a competent project team would not only
focus on the deliverable, but also on all of
the activities and processes that facilitate
and assure the delivery of the desired
product. This delivery must also be in the
most efficient and cost-effective manner.
Sometimes, the team members get overly
consumed in the prescribed process and
place the product at a secondary priority
position. This is particularly true in
organizations where clients conduct a lot
of micro project management or in
organizations that traditionally perform
cost-plus contracts.

Many of the skillful project managers
intuitively determine their own success
factors.  Since these factors are not

explicitly identified and recorded, they are
not part of the project management
reporting process, nor do they become
part of the historical project data.
Therefore, if these intuitive indices
become formalized, managerial intuition
can become the logical basis and the
structural foundation for an explicit and
formalized evaluation system to be used
by all projects and all managers in the
organization.  Since all project managers
are not equal in their skill in success factor
identification, a formalized factor
identification and implementation will
capitalize on the skills of these more
experienced and innovative managers for
the good of the organization.

Once the success factors that are
appropriate for the organization are
identified and validated, the foundation
for an informed project monitoring
process can be established.   The
availability of these quantified factors will
allow the project manager to work with an
established archive of historical data in
order to keep all aspects of the project
within the standards of acceptability of the
organization.  Such standards and
procedures will ultimately improve the
probability of the team’s success in
achieving project goals. 

The mission of the project team is to
plan the delivery of the desired product,
implement those plans in a dynamic
environment, and manage all of those
issues that influence the performance of
the team in delivering the desired product.
The first level of the evaluation structure
for the team-related success factors, as
shown in figure 5, includes items related
to things and items related to people.  As

Figure 7—Project Success Factors, Team View (Continued)
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shown in figure 5, the second level things
items are scope, cost, quality, schedule,
contract, risk, integration, and change.
The first four of these elements are clearly
things oriented; the second four are
primarily things oriented but are partially
influenced by people interactions,
relationships, communications, etc.  It is an
important point that client attributes are
directly among team’s important values.
However, these values are augmented by
elements dealing with project
implementation procedures, as shown in
figure 6.

All things elements are distinguished
by the fact that their quantified status can
very easily and conveniently be determined
by charts, tables, and graphs.  On the other
hand, measurement, quantification, and
display of success in people issues are
much more subtle, illusive, and subjective.
Nonetheless, people issues can have
profound effect on the success of projects.
Elements of the third level of this structure
are shown on figure 8.  The relative weight
placed on each of these elements will be
dependent on organizational objectives,
strategic goals, and corporate
environments.  However, weighting values
included in figure 7, will provide a first
approximation of these values.  Third level
elements of the things issues, for cost,
scope, quality, and schedule would address
the sophistication, accuracy, and clarity of

the original value and the extent to which
variances are justified.  Sometimes there
may be a debate between the team and the
client as to whether or not a particular
variance is justified.  It is such differences
of perception that would lead to different
determinations of success for the same
project.  Third level elements for contract,
risk, integration, and change are shown in
figure 8.  Management of contract, risk,
integration, and change primarily involve
documents, charts, and technical facts, but
it requires dealing with people from other
organizations somewhat extensively.
Therefore, managing these items has a
small people issues component attached to
it.  Additionally, these items tend to be
more global and all-encompassing, and
their field of influence include scope, cost,
schedule, and quality.

Level two people elements include
managing the team issues, client issues,
vendor issues, and communication efforts.
Elements of the third level of this structure
are shown in figure 8. The relative weight
placed on each of these elements will be
dependent on organizational objectives,
strategic goals, and corporate
environments.  However, weighting values
included in figure 8 will provide a first
approximation of these values.
Independent of how the weighting values
and the corresponding structure are
created and ranked, consistency and

uniformity will be significantly enhanced if
the evaluators have a formalized schema of
recognizing the importance of these issues,
and a methodical approach to measuring
the success of managing the people
involved with the project.  As in the case of
client issues, the points assigned to the
team issues will add up to 500 points,
somewhat in line with a rating of 1-5 as is
customary for maturity assessment.  As with
the client success indicators, if the
organization is assessed to be at level 4 of
maturity, the average rating of their
projects would probably be near 4.
However, if several projects are rated at
near 4, it does not necessarily mean that
the organization has achieved a maturity
level of 4. 

T he viewpoints of client and project
team on the success of project are
fundamentally different because

the former is focused on the deliverables
and the latter is focused on the means by
which the deliverables are created.  This
article has presented evaluation principles
and foundations that highlight and
recognize this difference. Also provided are
tools for the client and the team to
formalize the way they measure the
elements of success of the project.  Use of
these structures, or ones similar to them,
will facilitate communication and
cooperation between the client and project

Figure 8—Project Success Factors, Team View (Continued)
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team. This should continue throughout
the life of the project by quantifying the
success attributes from the vantage points
of the client and the project team. �

Reprint 20570

Recommended Reading

1. Ashley, D.B., C.S. Lurie, and E.J.
Jaselskis. Determinants of Construction
Project Success, Project Management
Journal, 18, no 2: 1987.

2. Boynton, A.C., R.W. Zmud. Assessment of
Critical Success Factors, Sloan
Management Review, 26, no 4, summer
1984.

3. Bullen, C.V., J.F. Rockart. A Primer on
Critical Success Factors, Sloan CISR
WP No. 69, June 1981.

4. Dobbins, J. H., R.G. Donnelly. Critical
Success Factors In DOD Program
Management, Acquisition Review
Quarterly, Summer 1998.

5. Pearson, A. W. Project Selection in an
Organizational Context,  IEEE
Transactions on Engineering
Management, EM-21, no 4 (1974): 152-
158.

6. Pinto, J.K., and D.P. Slevin. Critical
Success Factors Across the Project Life

Cycle, Project Management Journal, 19,
no. 3 (1988).

7. Pinto J. K. and Dennis P.Slevin, Critical
Factors in Successful Project
Implementation, IEEE Transaction on
Engineering Management, 34, no.1
(February 1987): page 22-27.

8. Pinto, J.K., J.E. Prescott. Variations in
Critical Success Factors Over the Stages in
the Project Lifecycle, Journal of
Management, 14, no. 1 (1988).

9. Rockart, J.F., Chief Executives Define
Their Own Data Needs, Harvard Business
Review, 57, no. 2 (March 1979).

10. Schwartz, M., Project Manager Priorities,
Software Magazine, Barrington, (January
1998).

About the Author

Parviz F. Rad is a
Distinguished Service
Professor and Director of
Project Management
Program at Stevens
Institute of Technology.

He holds an M.Sc. degree from Ohio State
University and a Ph.D. from Massachusetts
Institute of Technology.  He has over 30 years
of professional experience during which he has
served in governmental, industrial, and
academic capacities.   He has participated in
project management activities and in
development and enhancement of quantitative
tools in project management in a multitude of
disciplines including software development,
construction, and pharmaceutical research. He
has authored and coauthored over 50
publications in the areas of engineering and
project management.  Dr. Rad has been
recognized as a Professional Civil Engineer,
Certified Cost Engineer, and as a Project
Management Professional.  Dr. Rad is the
Editor of the Project Management Journal.
He can be contacted by e-mail at
prad@stevens-tech.edu. 




