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Tracking project status is at the very core of the project man-
ager’s responsibilities to the project, his team, his customer and 
to the overall potential for success for all of the above. 

Communication is the project manager’s key responsibility, but 
tracking and relaying project status falls under that communica-
tion umbrella and it is what drives the project day in and day 
out.

The project status report is possibly the single most important 
ongoing element of the project and probably the most critical 
communication tool that will be utilized on the engagement.  I 
contend that it is more important, even, than the project sched-
ule because much information about ongoing tasks is usually 
already being discussed in a project status report.  

With input elements such as issues, risks, task assignments, re-
source usage, budget analysis, and change orders, a good and 
ongoing project status report could easily drive the project on a 
weekly basis as long as an experienced project manager with 
strong leadership and organizational skills is at the helm.  

If I had to choose between the project schedule and the project 
status report to manage the project from, I would choose the 
status report nine times out of ten (may at times depend on the 
project and the customer, understandably).

Section 1

Introduction



1 Most of us know how to do 
that or have our own ways 
of making that happen.  
What needs to be 
discussed is what to do 
when things become out of 
whack in one or more of 
these areas.
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Tracking the Project
Reviewing the current status of the project allows you to track 
the progress of the project against the project plan, which sim-
ply means comparing where you are now versus where you 
planned to be, and then determining what you need to do if the 
project is veering off track. 

The purpose of tracking progress is to ensure that you com-
plete the project as promised: that the final deliverable meets 
the customer’s acceptance criteria, that the project is on time 
and on budget. 

If you monitor the project regularly, you won’t get very far off 
track without knowing it, and that gives you an early warning sig-
nal that allows you to take action to get back on track. 

As you are tracking the project status throughout the engage-
ment, there are five key areas that you must focus on, at a mini-
mum.  These are: 

• Risk 
• Schedule
• Scope quality 
• Staffing
• Spending 

The good project manager knows what to do.  For each of 
these five areas the project manager must continually track 
what “is” versus what was “supposed to be” at any point in time.  
If there are issues or deviations, they must be documented, 
shared, reported on, and a plan of action must be decided upon 
and deployed. 

That is what needs to be discussed in this book – not how to 
perform risk management or scheduling or tracking scope qual-
ity or overseeing staff effort or monitoring project spending.  

Most of us know how to do that or have our own ways of mak-
ing that happen.  What needs to be discussed is what to do 
when things become out of whack in one or more of these 
areas.



Tracking Project Risks

1. Risk

2. Risk Avoidance

3. Risk Mitigation

4. Vendor Risks and Issues

5. Customer induced risks and issues
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Tracking the Project Risks
What is risk in terms of project management?  One definition 
goes like this:

“A possible event that could endanger the planned course or 
goals of the project.”(cite)

Do we need to manage for these risks, these ‘possible’ events 
that may or may not happen?  

Can we just leave things to chance and worry about them if and 
when they happen?  

You can, but the impact may be so great and can blindside you 
so badly that the project can get knocked way off course or 
could come to a complete halt.

As part of a sound and solid project management process, it is 
far better to plan for risk and look for ways to avoid a specific 
risk even happening or ways to work through a risk event 
should it actually happen.  Basically, every company with a for-
malized project management methodology should have a risk 
management component.

Section 1

Tracking Project 
Risks
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Risk 

For project risk, the project manager will be monitoring the envi-
ronment to detect any new risks or detect a change in the as-
sumptions about the risks that were identified earlier in the pro-
ject. 

When and if the original risk assumptions change or if new risks 
are identified, the PM will need to 

1. Add new counter measures (which may require a change re-
quest);

2. Delete planned counter measures (maybe the probability of a 
risk occurring has decreased and the PM and team no longer 
need the counter measures), 

3. Add new risks to the assessment (which may also require a 
change request). 

Any changes in the risk assessment for the project should be 
noted on the status report in a risk status section. 

When analyzing and considering risks, there are a few angles 
to approach them from?? … different categories that you either 
want to consider with the team and customer or – in the case of 
the last one – consider personally as you embark on an engage-
ment.??

Risk Avoidance

I like this one the best because here you plan your project activi-
ties to actually avoid the risks that you’ve discussed.  Not all 
risks can truly be avoided, but if you can avoid a risk you are 
much better off.  You won’t have to battle it head on and it won’t 
potentially derail your project timeline and budget.

??Strategies for Risk Avoidance??  If this is the recommended 
path then I think we should spend more time on it.
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Risk Mitigation

This is the next best thing to risk avoidance in that you have 
identified possible risks and come up with plans to mitigate, or 
lessen the severity of the risk should it present itself as feared.  

In this case you’ll feel the impact – actually the project will in the 
form of a potential budget hit or a timeframe hit (or both), but 
with proper planning you’ll know the action to take to lessen the 
blow to the project and maintain the necessary forward momen-
tum.

??More details - again, since it’s our #2 best option then we 
should have more detail here??

Vendor Risks And Issues

If you are relying on outside vendors on your project then you 
are automatically introducing risk.  You can’t directly control 
those vendors, but you can make them aware of risk concerns, 
make them go through the proper paces on identifying how 
they’ll deal with potential risks, and even come up with backup 
vendors should major problems arise.

??More details - this is true but thin.  How to do we take this to 
a deeper level?  Strategy, process, etc...

Customer Induced Risks And Issues

The customer is part of the solution, but they can also be part of 
the problem.  

Influences and issues on the customer side can throw a wrench 
into project progress.  

Risks such as losing key customer personnel, funding issues, 
and slow decision-making can cause you major project delays if 
not managed properly.  

Make sure that the customer is aware of the potential risks they 
can cause and that they are working continuously throughout 
the project to help ensure those issues do not arise and affect 
negatively affect the project.

??More  details - again, thin.  How do we deepen this and add 
value to the reader.  How can we engage them??



2 A good, well managed, and 
often updated project 
schedule is something that 
every project must have.  It 
should work hand in hand 
with the project status 
report to drive nearly every 
meeting that takes place on 
the project.  

Tracking the 
Project Schedule
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Tracking the Project Schedule
A good, well managed, and often updated project schedule is 
something that every project must have.  It should work hand in 
hand with the project status report to drive nearly every meeting 
that takes place on the project.  

It contains resource assignments and usage, it can tie into the 
budget (both forecast and actuals) and it reports on progress.  
Indeed it is the collaborative tool that holds the project together 
and it must be maintained and updated continually throughout 
the engagement by the project manager in order to help ensure 
the greatest chance of project success, team member engage-
ment and project client satisfaction.  

Pick a good tool for managing this schedule because tracking it, 
along with creating and providing a detailed project status re-
porting mechanism is at the very heart of the communication re-
sponsibilities of the successful project manager.

Monitoring The Schedule 

When you monitor the schedule you are asking, “Have you ac-
complished what you intended to accomplish by this point in 
time and do you expect to be on time in the future?” 

You’ll monitor both milestones and deliverables, in the past and 
looking forward into the future. Looking back:

1. Have you met your milestone dates? 

2. How do the actual dates compare to the planned dates? 

3. Have you delivered the interim deliverables on time? 

4. How do the actual delivery dates compare to the planned de-
livery dates? 

Looking forward: 

1. Do you expect to meet your future milestone dates? 

2. If not, when do you expect to complete the milestone? 

3. What is the projected date of delivery for each interim deliver-
able scheduled for completion between now and the next 
team meeting? 

Your Schedule Status Is Recorded On The Status-

report Form.

If you see the schedule is starting to slip, work with the team to 
determine what might be causing the problem and brainstorm 
with the team members how to get the project back on track. 

Not every actual or projected slip in a delivery date will affect 
the project deadline; so focus your energy on potential changes 
that do jeopardize the deadline date - the ones on the critical 
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path. Minor deviations from projected dates are expected. Ma-
jor deviations that may cause you to miss your deadlines need 
your attention. Detect these potential deviations early so you 
can prevent the schedule from slipping. 

The downfall of many project managers – and their projects – is 
the problem of focusing to hard on every issue that comes 
up.  

Not everything is a priority 1.  

Some problems are actually priorities 2 and 3.  Focus on the 1s 
first, and move on down the line.  And don’t forget to avoid too 
much multi-tasking.  

While it sounds like a good idea and everything thinks they are 
great at it…the truth is that most of us are not.  Stay focused on 
what is most important, kill it, bag it, and move on.  That strat-
egy works very, very (did I say very?) well on risks and issues 
on the project.  

Focus on too many at once and you will never wipe them from 
the issues and risks area of the status report.



3 The Scope Quality Plan is 
the plan for how the team 
intends to meet the 
customer’s acceptance 
criteria for the final 
deliverable. 

Tracking the 
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Tracking the Project Scope Quality
Scope quality?  Scope management I know about…but scope 
quality.  That’s unique.  

You can manage scope until the end of time and ensure that 
your project never runs afoul of the line in the sand that was 
drawn at requirements definition time.  But if the quality of those 
requirements and the quality of that scope you are tasked with 
managing is compromised, then the project may quickly move 
down the path to destruction.  

Now you can see why the concept of scope quality – and the 
assurance of the continuation of that quality – is key to the suc-
cess of your projects.

Scope Quality

The Scope Quality Plan is the plan for how the team intends to 
meet the customer’s acceptance criteria for the final deliver-
able. 

Effective project management does not include waiting until you 
deliver the final deliverable to the customer and then discover-
ing that you have a quality problem. By the time that happens 
you have already disappointed the customer and you’ll have to 
do rework in order to correct the problem. Rework is not only ex-
pensive, it adds additional time to the project.

Therefore, the best approach to assure that the final deliverable 
is acceptable is to assure each interim deliverable is acceptable 
to its customer in the chain. This is done by creating a scope 
plan and then monitoring the quality of the deliverables as they 
are produced throughout the project. 

Each time an interim deliverable is completed and handed off to 
the customer for the deliverable, ask him or her if they are 
satisfied with the quality of the deliverable. 

If the customer is satisfied with the interim deliverable, then indi-
cate acceptance with a check mark on the status report form. If 
the interim deliverable does not meet the criteria, then the per-
son supplying the deliverable will need to make whatever 
changes are required to get the deliverable up to the quality 
standards required. Indicate on the status report form your plan 
of action for correcting the quality of the deliverable. 

Tip: It’s a good idea to agree on the quality or acceptance crite-
ria for interim deliverables before you begin producing them. 
This can be done during planning. It’s only necessary to define 
quality or acceptance criteria for deliverables you haven’t pro-
duced before or for ones that, in the past, did not satisfy the cus-
tomer. 



4 Your project resources are 
often the biggest expense 
on the project.  And a 
project budget that is 
monitored continually is far 
less likely to get so far out 
of hand that it cannot be 
corrected.  

Tracking the 
Project Resources
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Tracking the Project Staffing and 
Spending
The project staffing and spending plan, analysis, and forecast-
ing go hand in hand throughout the project.  I manage both us-
ing the same spreadsheet for all of the projects that I lead – 
how you do it will be up to you.  

Your project resources are often the biggest expense on the pro-
ject.  And a project budget that is monitored continually is far 
less likely to get so far out of hand that it cannot be corrected.  

You really can’t separate the two if you are managing a project 
with several skilled resources staffed to your project team.

Staffing And Spending

If you included staff effort and spending in your project plan, 
you’ll need to monitor the actual staff effort and cost versus the 
planned amounts. Even if you didn’t include them in the plan, 
you must monitor them anyway, so that you can begin to amass 
an historical record of what it takes to complete a certain type of 
project. 

• Staffing effort actuals, the amount of time that has been spent 
on the project, are recorded on the status report form. 

• Spending actuals versus the spending plan are also re-
corded. 

The actuals tell you what you have spent to date, but don’t tell 
you if you’re on track to meet the planned budget unless you pe-
riodically re-project how much you still have to spend to com-
plete the project. 

Let’s suppose you have a spending budget of $120,000 and the 
project is four months long. After the first month, you’ve spent 
$50,000. Are you on budget? Over? Under? You may be on 
budget if more of your expenses were to be incurred in the be-
ginning of the project. 

On the other hand, if most of the expenses will be incurred late 
in the project, you’re probably running over budget. The way to 
find out if you’re on budget or not, is to ask the team for a fore-
cast of what they need to spend to finish the project. Add this 
forecast to what has already been spent for a new spending es-
timate. For example, let’s say that your team projects they will 
spend another $90,000 (with medium accuracy) to complete the 
project. You may place a range on the projected spending num-
ber of $80,000 and $100,000. You add the $100,000 projection 
to the $50,000 already spent, giving you a projected total that is 
$30,000 over budget.  

Not good. You have several options if you find you are pro-
jected to be over budget:
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1. After you’ve discussed the situation with your sponsor, com-
plete a change request for more funds. 

2. If you’re in the beginning of the project, do nothing and con-
tinue to monitor spending to see if the actual spending is 
lower than the projections. 

3. Investigate where you can cut expenses or how you might re-
duce scope. 

If you find you will run over budget, talk to your sponsor as soon 
as possible. The sponsor probably doesn’t like surprises and he 
or she might have some ideas on how to get spending back on 
track. 

Record your staff effort and spending actuals on your status re-
port.
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