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Abstract 

A crucial component of any project is recognizing who the stakeholders are, their motivations, 

and their realm of influence.  Equally important to understand is who the ‘forgotten’ or ‘missed’ 

stakeholders are, the competing stakeholders, and the backroom stakeholder politics that can 

bring about enormous pressure on the Project Team and the Project Manager.  Questionable 

decisions are sometimes made due to ongoing struggles among stakeholders.  As a result, Project 

Managers must manage the consequences of flawed reasoning of others rather focus on the needs 

of the project.  

  

Stakeholder profiling, a method that can be used to help identify stakeholders, and the benefits of 

profiling will be examined during this discussion.  The characters from the award winning 2012 

movie ‘Argo’ will serve as the example for profiling stakeholders and their motivations.   
 

Keywords: Stakeholder profiling, stakeholders, forgotten stakeholders, competing stakeholders, 

backroom stakeholders, stakeholder power, decision makers, decision authority, influence, 

influencing      

 

Disclaimer 

Stakeholder correlation in this presentation is based on characters as they were portrayed in the 

movie ‘Argo’
2
.  ‘Argo’ is based on real events which were dramatized for entertainment value.  

All commentary made during this presentation does not reflect on the real individuals but is used 

to illustrate a point. 
  

                                                           
1
 Second Editions are previously published papers that have continued relevance in today’s project 

management world, or which were originally published in conference proceedings or in a language other 
than English.  Original publication acknowledged; authors retain copyright.  This paper was originally 
presented at the 7

th
 Annual UT Dallas Project Management Symposium in Richardson, Texas, USA in 

August 2013.  It is republished here with the permission of the author and UT Dallas. 
 
2
 Argo, 2012; For your consideration.  Warner Bros. Pictures, in association with GK Films, a Smokehouse Pictures 

production http://warnerbros2012.warnerbros.com/screenings/film.php?film=argo   January 31, 2013 
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Argo Storyline 

 
Based on true events, ‘Argo’ chronicles the life-or-death covert operation to rescue six 

Americans, which unfolded behind the scenes of the Iran hostage crisis – the truth of which was 

unknown by the public for decades.  When details finally came to light, the operation sounded 

like something out of a Hollywood movie.   
 

On November 4, 1979, as the Iranian revolution reaches 

its boiling point, militants storm the U.S. Embassy in 

Tehran, taking 52 Americans hostage.  But, in the 

midst of the chaos, six Americans manage to slip away 

and find refuge in the home of Canadian Ambassador Ken 

Taylor.  Knowing it is only a matter of time before 

the six are found out and likely killed, the Canadian 

and American governments ask the CIA to intervene.  

The CIA turns to their top “exfiltration” specialist, 

Tony Mendez, to come up with a plan to get the six 

Americans safely out of the country.  A plan so 

incredible, it could only happen in the movies. 3 
 
 

Introduction to Stakeholders 

 

What is a stakeholder?  R. Edward Freeman brought the idea of Stakeholders to the forefront in 

1984 with his book:  Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach
4.

  [In the title of Freeman’s 

book ‘Stakeholder’ is a play on the word ‘Stock Holder’.]  Freeman recognized the need to 

identify and model groups which are stock holders of a corporation.  Prior to Freeman’s writings, 

the traditional view of a stock holder was one whom held stock in the company, or the owner of 

the company.  Freeman argued that there are other parties to consider beyond stock holders 

including competitors.  The purpose of stakeholder management was to develop a method to 

manage disparate groups using a strategic approach.  
  

Since the emergence of Stakeholder Management there have been numerous definitions of the 

stakeholder.  According to the 5th Edition of the Guide to Project Management Body of 

Knowledge (PMBOK), stakeholder is defined as:  
 

                                                           
3
 Argo, 2012 movie adapted from the book The Master of Disguise by Tony Mendez.  Warner Bros. Pictures, in 

association with GK Films, a Smokehouse Pictures production http://argothemovie.warnerbros.com/synopsis.php      
January 31, 2013  
 
4
 Freeman, R. Edward, Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach (1984, reprinted 2010).  Available at 

http://redwardfreeman.com/  April 15, 2013 
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…individuals, groups or organizations who may affect, be affected 

by, or perceive themselves to be affected by a decision, activity 

or outcome of a project
5
.   

 

Such a broad definition means virtually anyone, both internal and external to the project, who 

comes into contact with the project, may be a stakeholder.  With the possibility of such a large 

stakeholder community within the project it is crucial to assess and prioritize stakeholders, also 

known as stakeholder profiling.  Thus, Stakeholder Management is a critical factor in the success 

of the project. 

 

 

Traditional Stakeholder Management   

 

A traditional approach to stakeholder management addresses stakeholder profiling thru the use of 

myriad documents, tools and techniques.  Stakeholders must be identified, categorized, analyzed, 

and managed.  They often have competing priorities as well as varying levels of interest.  

Common to all stakeholders is that they have needs and they have expectations.   

 

Stakeholder profiling, which details the characteristics of a stakeholder or stakeholder group by 

identifying stakeholder interests, key influences, and power, is an effective tool used in 

understanding the needs and expectations of stakeholders.  Via profiling the Project Manager 

begins to outline and understand stakeholder motivations both spoken and unspoken.  

Additionally, profiling highlights stakeholder responsibilities and management styles, and has 

the potential to identify gaps in those areas.    
 

The four steps in traditional stakeholder management are: identify, plan, manage and control. 
 

STEP 1 - Identify:  The first step in Stakeholder Management and profiling is to identify the 

stakeholders.  Project Managers review the project charter, and other project documents to 

determine who the stated stakeholders are, their roles, preferences, and other categories 

according to project need.  Traditionally, a Stakeholder Register is created as a stakeholder 

profiling tool which is used throughout the life of the project.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Project Management Institute, Project Management Book of Knowledge (2013).  PMI Product ID: 00101388701.  

Available at: http://marketplace.pmi.org/Pages/ProductDetail.aspx?GMProduct=00101388701 April 21, 2013 
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Stakeholder Register for Argo 

Project Name Argo 
 

Project Phase Execution 
  

Date 

November 4, 
1979 

  
       

  

Stakeholder Title Department Project Role Stakeholder 
Type 

Communication 
Preference 

Project 
Expectations 

Project 
Interests 

Influence on 
Project 

Outcome 

Ken Taylor Canadian 
Ambassador 

to Iran 

Diplomatic 
Relations 

Business Line 
Manager 

External Discrete courier and 
secured phone line 

Successful 
extraction of 
houseguests 

Effective 
communication; 

job security  

Supportive 

Jimmy Carter Sitting 
President of 

the US 

Executive Executive 
Sponsor; 
Decision 
Authority 

External Personal F2F update 
via Chief of Staff 

Successful 
extraction;  
maintain 

positive US 
image 

Positive Result; 
job security 

None 

6 Houseguests Embassy staff Line of 
Business 

End User External 3
rd

 Party delivery Get out alive Positive Result Implementation 

Table 1: Traditional Stakeholder Register 

 

A well-known and traditional method of identifying key stakeholders is a Power vs. Influence 

Grid as shown in Figure 1.  This grid categorizes the stakeholders’ realm of influence based on 

their level of power.  Stakeholders with high power and high influence traditionally receive a 

greater amount of attention than a stakeholder with low power and low influence.   

 JC = John Chambers has low power and low influence. In the project world, John 

functions as a technical SME.  
  

 BP = Bob Pender has presumed high power and high influence. He is from the State 

Department and initiates the project activity.  Later, his power and influence shifts.   
   

 HJ = Hamilton Jordon has high power and high influence.  He is President Carter’s 

Chief of Staff and is the direct line to the President.  
 

 KT = Ken Taylor has high power and low influence.  Ken is the Canadian 

Ambassador to Iran and is hosting the Americans in his Iranian residence.  His power is 

limited but critical: he could leave Iran at any time, therefore leaving the houseguests 

with no refuge.  
 

 PJC = President Jimmy Carter has high power and low influence.  The President has 

the ultimate power and is the decision authority within the project, but he is not activity 

involved in the daily working of the project.  
 

 6 = 6 houseguests have low power and low influence.  They are the unique benefactors 

of the project but they are not involved in the project work and cannot provide approval 

for any plan even though they may be involved in the plan.   
 

 TM = Tony Mendez has high influence in his original role as a consultant.  He has no 

power and he is not part of the project team.  His high influence comes from being the 

subject matter expert.   
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Figure 1: Power versus Influence Grid   

 

 

Step 2: Plan:  The second step in Stakeholder Management is to formulate a Stakeholder 

Management plan.  Project Managers use the Stakeholder Register, Communication Plan, 

Engagement Overview, organizational charts, and process assets to create a Stakeholder 

Management Plan.   

 

The Communication Plan outlines how and when you will communicate with each stakeholder.  

An example is illustrated in Table 2 below.   
 

Stakeholder Communication Plan 
Argo Stakeholder Key Interest & Issues Communication 

Vehicle 
Frequency Comments 

 Lester Siegel Maintain industry relevance, 
Gain buy-in 

Courier, phone Update as 
needed  

 Lester provides comic 
relief for a heavy subject 

 Jack O’Donnell  Shift project management 
from State Department to CIA  

F2F, Secured phone 
line 

Constant   CIA has experience in 
this type of effort; State 

Department does not 

Table 2: Stakeholder Communication Plan   

 

The Engagement Overview provides a framework for the activities, resources, timeframe and 

risks.  Inputs for the Engagement Overview come from varied sources; activities and timeframe 

are detailed in the Work Breakdown Structure, resources are detailed in the Stakeholder Register, 

and risks are detailed in the Risk Log.  The Engagement Overview for ‘Argo’ is illustrated in 

Table 3 below.   
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Engagement  Overview 
 

Subject of 
engagement 

6 Americans taking refuge with the Canadian Ambassador in Iran 

Strategic objectives  
 

Ex-filtrate Americans from a war-torn country, and protect US world standing 

Targeted 
stakeholders  

State Department, CIA, Iranian Contingent, Hollywood team 

Practical Plan 
Activities Resources Timeframe 

Identify Business Need (response to 
US embassy invasion) 

White House Chief of Staff 11/4/1979 

Rescue idea generation State Department, CIA Months 

Select an exfiltration plan State Department, CIA Weeks 

Identify resources to execute proposed 
plan 

Tony Mendez Hours 

Gain Acceptance of exfiltration plan CIA Hours 

Develop strategy to legitimize the “fake 
movie” 

Lester Siegel Hours 

Develop / obtain “fake movie” collateral Lester Siegel and John Chambers Days 

Open Production Office Lester Siegel and John Chambers Hours 

Launch media campaign Lester Siegel  Days 

Create houseguest cover stories Lester Siegel and John Chambers Hours 

Create escape documents (passports, 
etc.) 

Tony Mendez Days 

Establish location scout with Iranian 
Government 

Tony Mendez Hours 

Presidential approval for departure 
airline tickets 

CIA Minutes 

Navigate Iranian airport security and 
interrogation checkpoints 

Tony Mendez and 6 houseguests Minutes 

Risk Assessment 

Risk Contingency Plan 

If the houseguest are caught being led out by the CIA, 
the US would face national embarrassment.  As a 
result, the operation could be cancelled at any time 
resulting in many lives in eminent danger.  

Contingency plan is risk avoidance.   

The CIA did not know how strict the documentation 
requirement was enforced in Iran.  As a result, the  
cover stories must hold up to airport checkpoint 
interrogations.  

-CIA builds elaborate cover stories for each 
houseguest. 
-Production Office for the movie ‘Argo’ is 
positioned to supply production verification and 
credentials if required.  
-CIA brought ‘Argo’ movie collateral to validate 
the ‘scouting’ expedition.  
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In order to maintain the location scout cover story, 
the houseguest must venture into public.  Iranian 
captors had pictures of embassy employees.  As a 
result, any public siting risked identification of the 
houseguests as American Embassy employees.   

Contingency plan is risk acceptance.   

Table 3: Engagement Overview 

 

Taking into consideration the Stakeholder Register, the Power vs. Influence Grid, the 

Engagement Overview, and other inputs, the Project Manager develops the Stakeholder 

Management Plan.   
 

Step 3 – Manage:  The third step in Stakeholder Management is the execution of the 

Stakeholder Management Plan.  Stakeholder management is arguably the most challenging task 

in project management.  Tools for managing the stakeholders are based on soft skills such as 

interpersonal and management skills, observation, experience, and intuition.  To supplement the 

soft skills, there are many plans, charts and diagrams which are designed to ‘streamline’ 

stakeholder management.   

 

The Stakeholder Management Plan addresses the role of engaging, informing, and managing 

stakeholders throughout the life of the project.  It seeks to ensure key stakeholders’ level of 

influence is identified, and strategies are developed for engaging stakeholders and managing 

their expectations.   
 

Stakeholder Management Plan  

Key Stakeholder Stakeholder Type 
Level of Project 

Support 

Level of 
Influence on 
the Project 

Expectation Management 

John Chambers Supportive Driver Low High level of communication 

Bob Pender Resistant Restrainer Presumed High Provide solution alternatives 

Hamilton Jordan Leading Driver High Unmanageable 

Table 4: Stakeholder Management Plan 

 

 

There are an endless number of tools and techniques Project Managers use to manage projects 

and stakeholders.  For Project Managers in the practical world (as opposed to theoretical world) 

creating and maintaining voluminous documentation is unrealistic.  Instead, most Project 

Managers create a Stakeholder Register or a Stakeholder Communication Plan (or some 

facsimile thereof) and refer to it only occasionally.  If a Stakeholder Management Plan is created, 

it is often simply filed away, and the task is closed.   No matter what tools are utilized the 

successful Project Manager realizes stakeholders are continuously changing based on a fluid set 

of circumstances.  Therefore, it is essential to take a proactive approach to identifying, planning, 

managing and controlling stakeholders.  
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Step 4 – Control:   The fourth step in Stakeholder Management is the control of the 

stakeholder engagement.  Project controls are defined as management action, either pre-planned 

to achieve the desired results, or taken as a corrective measure prompted by the monitoring 

process.   Each phase of the project encompasses controls for people, processes, tools, and risks.   

Figure 2 illustrates the inputs under consideration for controlling stakeholders.  

 

 Risk Register
 Power vs. Influence Grid

 Stakeholder 
Communication Plan

 Engagement Overview

Identify

 Stakeholder Management 
Plan

Plan Manage

Control

 
Figure 2: Traditional Stakeholder Management Process 

  
 

A Different Approach to Stakeholder Management 

 

While Mr. Freeman is widely accepted as the “Godfather” of Stakeholder Management, those 

who have studied stakeholder management know there are countless variations on his definition 

and his approach.  In today’s fast-paced, instant-on, real-time world, it is necessary to keep 

stakeholder management dynamic.   

 

In a paper published for the Academy of Management in 1997, authors Ronald K. Mitchell, 

Bradley R. Agle and Donna J. Wood
6

 proposed a different framework for stakeholder 

identification.  Their framework utilizes three unique attributes to identify stakeholders:  power, 

legitimacy, and urgency.  Power refers to the individual stakeholder’s level of influence within 

the domain of the project.  Legitimacy refers to the perceived validity of the stakeholder’s claim.  

Urgency refers to the degree to which the stakeholder’s claim demands immediate attention.   

                                                           
6
 Ronald K. Mitchell, Bradley R. Agle and Donna J. Wood, ‘Toward a Theory of Stakeholder Identification and 

Salience: Defining the Principle of Who and What Really Counts’ (1997).  The Academy of Management Review, 
Volume 22, No 4 853-886.  Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/259247  March 24, 2013 
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Power, legitimacy and urgency are independent of one another, yet, they intersect.  A stakeholder 

may possess one, two or all of these attributes.  Over the life of the project, stakeholder’s 

attributes may shift, moving the stakeholder from one category to another.   

 

Urgency is a fitting example of the dynamic nature of stakeholder attributes.  For example, in a 

software project during the scope phase Testers do not have urgency.  However, once the project 

moves thru the software development lifecycle Tester’s needs become more urgent. Testers 

move up the urgency scale during development before testing actually begins.  Once the project 

moves into the testing phase Testers become very urgent stakeholders.   

 

Figure 3 below illustrates the Stakeholder Typology which is the intersections of power, 

legitimacy, and urgency.  The resulting seven major categories, plus the category of ‘non-

stakeholder’, are used to categorize the project stakeholders more effectively.  This approach is a 

departure from Freeman’s extremely broad definition which leaves a Project Manager with too 

many stakeholders to manage.  By assigning low-power, low-legitimacy, and low-urgency 

stakeholders as ‘non-stakeholder’ the focus on the remaining stakeholders begins to narrow.  By 

categorizing stakeholders into the remaining seven groups, a Project Manager identifies high 

impact stakeholders, and focuses efforts accordingly.     

 

The seven categories identified in the Stakeholder 

Typology are:   

1. Dormant stakeholders (Power, no legitimacy 

and no urgency)  

2. Discretionary stakeholders (Legitimacy, but 

no power and no urgency)  

3. Demanding stakeholders (Urgency, but no 

legitimacy and no power)  

4. Dominant stakeholders (Power and 

legitimacy, but no urgency)  

5. Dangerous stakeholders (Power and urgency, 

but no legitimacy)  

6. Dependent stakeholders (Legitimacy and 

urgency, but no power)  

7. Definite stakeholders (Power, legitimacy and 

urgency)  
 

Figure 3: Stakeholder Typology
7
 

 

                                                           
7
 Ari Paloviita, Vilma Luoma-aho, (2010) "Recognizing definitive stakeholders in corporate environmental 

management", Management Research Review, Vol. 33 Iss: 4, pp.306 – 316.  Available at 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/journals.htm?articleid=1852920&show=html April 15, 2013 
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Using ‘Argo’ stakeholders to illustrate the typology, the 6 houseguests have high urgency, high 

legitimacy, and low power.  They are the ultimate benefactor of the project work, however, they 

have no power to make decisions or actively work tasks.  As a result, they are in the Dependent 

Stakeholder sector.   

 

The Iranian airport checkpoint guards have high power and high urgency.  Their power comes 

from being able to immediately derail the operation, and their urgency is due to their actions and 

decisions being made ‘in-the-moment’.   
 

President Jimmy Carter possesses all three attributes in the role of the President of the United 

States.  He is the ultimate decision authority thus his power is significant, he has legitimacy as a 

result of his position, and he has urgency as he is accountable for the safety of the Americans 

whose lives are in imminent danger.   
 

The key characters from the movie ‘Argo’ are profiled using power, legitimacy and urgency in 

Table 5 below.   
  

 

Typology of Stakeholders 

Stakeholder category Attributes Stakeholder subcategory Stakeholder Name 

Latent stakeholders 

with only one of the three 

attributes 

Legitimacy Discretionary stakeholders Jack O’Donnell 

Power Dormant stakeholders 
John Chambers, Lester 

Siegel 

Urgency Demanding stakeholders Adam Engell 

Expectant stakeholders with two 

of the three attributes 

Power and legitimacy Dominant stakeholders 
Bob Pender, Hamilton 

Jordon 

Legitimacy and urgency Dependent stakeholders 6 houseguests 

Power and urgency Dangerous stakeholders 

Iranian Captors, 

Airport Checkpoint 

Guards 

Definitive stakeholders 

(possesses all with all the three 

attributes) 

Legitimacy, power, 

urgency 
 Definitive 

President Carter, Ken 

Taylor 

  Non-stakeholder Tony Mendez 

 Table 5: Typology of Stakeholders
8

 

 

As ‘Argo’ begins Bob Pender is the decision maker on the project.  When the leadership moves 

to Tony Mendez, Pender’s stakeholder attributes of power and legitimacy decreases, leaving 

legitimacy as his only remaining attribute.  Similar shifts occur with Mendez.  At the start of the 

movie, Mendez is a non-stakeholder.  He is brought into the project as a Subject Matter Expert, 

and the project leadership (the State Department) wants to tout his opinion to provide legitimacy 

for their solution.  Once Mendez is given the order to find a solution, he gains both power and 

                                                           
8
 R Mitchell, B Agle and D Wood (1997).  Towards a theory of stakeholder identification: defining the principle of 

who and what really counts. Academy of Management Review, 22(4).  Available at 
http://www.csrquest.net/default.aspx?articleID=13626&heading March 24, 2013 
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legitimacy.  Later, when he arrives in Iran and finds that his life is at stake, he gains the third 

attribute, urgency.   

 

As a result of these shifts, the Project Manager will update the Stakeholder Typology as 

illustrated in Table 6 below (where the names in grey represent previous attributes).  

 
 

Typology of Stakeholders 

Stakeholder category Attributes Stakeholder subcategory Stakeholder Name 

Latent stakeholders 

with only one of the three 

attributes 

Legitimacy Discretionary stakeholders Bob Pender 

Power Dormant stakeholders John Chambers 

Urgency Demanding stakeholders  

Expectant stakeholders with two 

of the three attributes 

Power and Legitimacy Dominant stakeholders 

Bob Pender  

Tony Mendez  

Hamilton Jordon 

Legitimacy and Urgency Dependent stakeholders 6 houseguests 

Power and Urgency Dangerous stakeholders Sahar 

Definitive stakeholders 

(possesses all with all the three 

attributes) 

Legitimacy, Power, 

Urgency 
 Definitive 

President Carter 

Ken Taylor 

Tony Mendez 

Not Applicable None Non-stakeholder Tony Mendez 

Table 6: Updated Typology of Stakeholders
9

 

 

Missed/Forgotten Stakeholders 

 

With every method of stakeholder profiling stakeholders may be missed or forgotten.  A missed 

stakeholder is a resource which was never identified as a stakeholder.  In contrast, the forgotten 

stakeholder was originally identified but was later overlooked.  

 

In the movie ‘Argo’, the Canadian Ambassador’s housekeep, Sahar, is an example of a missed 

stakeholder.  Sahar was in the house with the houseguests every day, and could have notified 

Iranian authorities as to their presence at any time.  The project team did not consider her 

potential impact to the project.   

 

An example of a forgotten stakeholder is the families of the houseguests.  They are mentioned 

early in the movie as people who were aware of the houseguest’s existence.  The project team 

never considered creating a plan to manage this stakeholder.  The consequence becomes apparent 

later when a family member reveals the houseguest existence to news media.  This action 

increased the level of urgency for completing the exfiltration.  
 

‘Backroom’ Stakeholder Politics  

                                                           
9
 ibid. 
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Understanding backroom politics is a key success factor for every project.  Behind the scenes 

activity may derail Project Managers, drastically alter project scope, and be used to shift liability.   

The Project Manager may also use ‘backroom’ politics as an effective management tool. 

 

Backroom politics may occur when individual stakeholders lack the persuasive proficiency to 

effect majority thereby impacting the outcome or workings of the project.  Stakeholders create 

groundswell for their ideas by enlisting individual team members, who then propagate the idea 

throughout the team.   

 

Another reason backroom politics occur is because necessary measures are overwhelming or 

unpopular.  In such a situation, the stakeholder or Project Manager must break down information 

in small increments in order to gain agreement and lead other team members to the desired 

conclusion.  Gaining agreement in small increments provides more individual guidance for team 

members rather than proclaiming mandates.   

 

Backroom stakeholder politics may drive shifts in leadership.  When the movie ‘Argo’ begins, 

the State Department owns the operation to extract the 6 houseguests.  The State Department has 

spent two months brainstorming ideas, and is yet to identify a viable option.  As a result they are 

forced to engage Tony Mendez, the CIA expert on exfiltration.  When Mendez assesses the 

validity of the options being discussed, his expertise derails the options put forth by the current 

Project Manager.  Later, when the State Department determines the outcome for success is 

extremely low, and pressure is mounting to rescue the houseguests, they step away from the 

operation thereby shifting both leadership and liability to the CIA.     

  

Due to competing stakeholder interests, the Joint Chiefs simultaneously plan a military rescue of 

the 52 hostages being held at the American Embassy.  The exfiltration of the 6 houseguests now 

poses a risk to the rescue of the 52 hostages.  If the houseguests are caught, the hostage crisis 

will escalate with deadly consequences.  According to Jack O’Donnell during an especially tense 

scene in the movie, “If the 6 houseguests get executed, it’s another world outrage.  Six 

Americans get caught playing movie make believe with the CIA at the airport and executed, it’s 

a national embarrassment.”
 10

    
 

Stakeholders Are Not Always Right 

 

Stakeholders are not always right.  What a provocative statement.  Existing stakeholder 

management methodologies, whether traditional, contemporary, or hybrid do not address the 

evaluation of whether a stakeholder is right or wrong.  Project Managers must empower 

themselves to question stakeholder accuracy to improve project success rates.  

 

                                                           
10

 ARGO Screenplay by Chris Terrio, Warner Bros. Pictures in association with GK Films, a Smokehouse Pictures 
production.   January 31, 2013. 
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Stakeholders are generally ordinary people and make mistakes as frequently as anyone.  Project 

mistakes come in many forms:  decisions, expectations, selected methodologies, information, 

assumptions and conclusions to name a few.  A single piece of wrong information can be 

corrected, but when left uncorrected, the wrong move may cascade to downstream decisions, 

activities and data.  This ripple effect accumulates consequences as it moves outward. 

 

Early in the movie protesters are outside the American Embassy in Iran.  The Chief of Security 

for the American Embassy in Iran decides to go outside to ‘reason’ with the protesters.  His 

primary concern is to prevent escalation of the demonstration and avoid starting a war.  Once 

outside the door the protesters seize him immediately.  Compounding the bad decision to go 

outside, he now loses objectivity, and emotion (in this case, fear) takes over.  His initial bad 

decision cascades into a roaring waterfall when he orders his staff to let him back in the embassy.  

Once the door is opened, the Embassy is breached.   

 

Stakeholders may not be right for a variety of reasons including personal decisions or a result of 

outside influences.  They may lack vision, experience, and/or confidence; they may have a thirst 

for power, have a personal agenda, or be driven by emotion.  They may be subjected to outside 

influences such as changes in market conditions, shifts in organizational power, and missing, 

withheld or misinterpreted information.  Without accurate and complete information, 

stakeholders form incorrect impressions leading to unrealistic expectations.     

 

Successful Project Managers not only learn to recognize flawed reasoning, but also employ 

powerful strategies to drive positive outcomes.  To utilize a direct approach, the Project Manager 

will investigate the suspected flawed reasoning, confirm validity of the investigation, and 

challenge the stakeholder.   

 

Backroom politics may also be a powerful strategy.  Project Managers build consensus by 

working with key team members or other executives to minimize the impacts of the flawed 

reasoning.  Effective Project Managers possess a wealth of soft skills such as influencing, 

coaching, negotiating, active listening, critical thinking, moderating, facilitating, and ‘social 

intelligence’ to navigate complex situations.   

 

A prominent example of a stakeholder making a wrong decision in ‘Argo’ occurs when Tony 

Mendez is in Iran the night before he is to exfiltrate the 6 houseguests.  His boss, Jack 

O’Donnell, calls to tell him, “the thinking has changed” and the project is cancelled.  As a result 

of this decision, 6 lives will be sacrificed.  Mendez, now the Project Manager, after much 

consideration, confronts the bad decision head on.  He declares, “I’m taking them through” 

thereby accepting the risks and challenging the stakeholder’s decision.  Had Mendez not taken 

this corrective action 6 people would have been tortured and publicly slaughtered.     
 

Conclusion 

 

In ‘Argo’, the consequences of being wrong are deadly.  Although probably not life or death, in 

the real world, Project Managers face formidable challenges when stakeholders are wrong.  
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Acknowledging the possibility that a stakeholder may be wrong empowers the Project Manager 

to take corrective action.  Without course correction, a project may become irreparably derailed.  
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