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Introduction 

Every organization has both a formal structure, shown by the organization chart, and in 

informal structure that forms the culture of how the organization works. This informal 

structure, the culture, is created by the unwritten rules of the organization, and it can have a 

significant impact on the success or failure of any internal project.  

PMOs were centralized to service the entire organization and provide added convenience to 

the project team, PMOs often struggles to gain buy-in from other departments because they 

often try to do everything at once they launch with too much information, processes, tools 

and templates without taking into account the cultural changes/factors that may be necessary 

within the organization to allow for the project management process to be properly followed 

and supported.  

In spite many organizations have learned about the strong benefits of PMOs – the increases in 

productivity and the financial benefits of being able to more effectively manage the multiple 

projects within the organization. However, “how” the PMO is implemented is often more 

important than the “what” it is designed to do. PMOs are often requested by senior 

management or executives to benefit the overall organization, but they have an impact on the 

day to day work of lower level employees. Unless the implementation is done correctly, the 

unwritten rules of the employees can derail the PMO before it has a chance to show any 

benefits. These unwritten rules form the culture of the organization, and each department and 

group within the organization has its own unique culture.  

Just because upper management sees the long-term benefits of a PMO does not mean that 

every employee sees the same benefits. Every employee, as well as every manager, interprets 

changes from their own personal standpoint “What does this mean to me?”. If the personal 

benefits are not clear and obvious, there will be resistance to the change. While the resistance 

is personal to each employee, the group’s unwritten rules will have a significant impact on 

how that resistance is manifested.  

What Are The Unwritten Rules? 

Many of the beliefs, expectations and values, the “culture” held by an organization are 

encoded in a set of “Unwritten Rules”. These rules guide behavior and attitudes throughout 

any organization. It is an aspect that is of special importance to establishment of a PMO. 

These rules make daily operations more efficient by improving how people interact. 

However, when changes are required, such as implementing a PMO, they may be beneficial 

or detrimental, too often the latter. 
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There is no intent here to decide if a specific Unwritten Rule is “right” or “wrong”. These 

“Rules” are largely unarticulated and almost never discussed as such. They may even be 

dutifully followed without conscious awareness that they exist. Nonetheless, Unwritten Rules 

hold unbelievable power over the workforce, and may be responsible for much of the 

ineffective behavior we see in organizations. 

 

It may be difficult for any given employee to tell you that this rule exists. Even if they are 

aware of it, they may find it difficult to explain how they know that this rule is in force but 

they will know it in their bones if this Unwritten Rule is at work in their organization. 

 

For example, there are many common unwritten rules about communicating within the 

organization. If one of the rules is that bad news is not communicated (a “shoot the 

messenger” approach) then the implications of this Rule for a Project Manager can be 

discouraging: 

 

• How can you ever hope to get an accurate measure of project status if no one can tell 

you bad news? 

• How can you hope to deal effectively with your Sponsor if you have to be “careful 

about what you say”? 

This kind of rule puts people in a position of having to compromise their integrity, sometimes 

on a daily basis. This can have a negative impact on morale, attitudes, productivity and much 

more. 

Some unwritten Rules that might have particular impact on projects 

• “Never challenge authority” 

• “Don’t waste the time of our internal customers with gathering requirements” 

• “Meetings are a waste of time” 

• “Management has the right to change their minds at any time” 

• “Priorities will change from one week to the next” 

• “You’re the project manager, but you don’t set the priority of the people working on 

the project.” 

• “Never take risks.  Even one mistake can cost you your job” 

• “The Customer of a project can choose to not participate in the project, but they can 

still complain if the project does not turn out to their satisfaction.”  

• “Your time should be spent on building the product, not on planning.  Planning is 

seen as a waste of time”  
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Impact of Unwritten Rules 

These rules and many others exist in every organization and provide challenges to every 

project. Imagine their impact when multiplied by all of the projects and on-going work in a 

large organization!. They are not designed or deliberately created; they evolve through the 

behavior of the people in the organization. Many of these unwritten rules came about because 

of people who left the organization long ago, but the behavior itself lives on.  

 

Sometimes the unwritten rules are created by the environment the company works in. A 

company in a fast-paced environment develops a culture that supports rapid response and 

flexibility. This culture is difficult for project managers, who are taught to completely gather 

requirements and carefully plan out the project’s work.  

 

The rules can be both beneficial to the smooth operations of an organization or they can 

create counter-productive and dysfunctional behavior, behaviors which can be a major 

contributor to problems faced by projects.  

 

When the unwritten rules create a dysfunctional environment, management may decide that 

implementing a PMO can magically fix their cultural problems. But implementing a PMO is 

going to change many of these rules, and there is quite often serious internal resistance to 

changing the culture.  

 

This is all the more difficult because, as stated earlier, the “Unwritten Rules” are just that, 

unarticulated and generally not discussed. If you are new to an organization or hired as a 

consultant to implement changes, you may be totally unaware of what is at work and no one 

may know to warn you. Unwritten rules are like the air we breathe, we never notice it until 

someone points it out to us.  

 

There are few projects more challenging than implementing changes to how people work, yet 

this is exactly what a PMO is supposed to do, make the work processes more efficient for 

implementing projects. The unwritten rules, the resistance to change, creates a barrier to 

implementing the PMO. Even if the PMO is implemented, it is unlikely to survive very long 

as people return to their pre-PMO methods of working. Many PMOs in IT organizations 

dissolve within two years as people go back to their normal behavior.  

 

• When these rules are encountered, the most common reaction is to simply acquiesce 

and to go along with them, since violating them and behaving in a way different than 

the norm can cause problems and upset people. We have all been in the position of a 

new employee who did not understand the rules and irritated people without realizing 

we had done so.  

Dealing with unwritten rules: 

A PMO is going to change how project-related work is done. Its purpose is to make changes 

in an organization to improve the efficiency of projects selection and management. But by 

incorporating changes into people’s jobs, it may unwittingly violate those unwritten rules. 

Employees will have to learn new rules as their jobs change, and this will always run into 

resistance. Violating the existing unwritten rules can have an impact on how successful the 

PMO is and how long it lasts.  
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There are a lot of unwritten rules other than the above mentioned. As mentioned earlier in the 

article unwritten rules are shared believes and attitudes developed overtime among team 

members ad entire the organization. Here we came to understand how we can work with 

either organization development department or hire organization development consultant to 

find out and sort out the entire organization unwritten rule. 

 

Effectively dealing with the rules 

 
1. Find out if these rules are in the entire organization. “Since these are unwritten 

rules, how do you find them?” will always be a question. To answer this question we 

have to consider that the focal point is the culture of the entire organization, how the 

organization responds to change, and then the culture of the parts of the organization 

we’re dealing with. In a complex organization these unwritten rules will be different 

from one part of the organization to another. Hence, for an enterprise-wide PMO we 

came to the point that if you want to make a change or implement something new like 

a PMO you need to sort out the following unwritten rules for the entire organization: 

 

a. The leader’s accessibility and temperament –if you change the style of the 

leader then you change some of unwritten rules. Is he or she considered 

approachable? Does he or she interact with the team normally? Would he or 

she know if there was a perceived problem in the organization? Do team 

members trust leadership? These answers shape responses to how they will 

respond to change. 

 

b. Team Members inter-relationship – Is the relationship between team 

members only a working relationship or are there also personal friendships? Is 

conflict acceptable and healthy or not? Do team members speak freely when 

they disagree with each other or with management? Is there a common shared 

vision throughout the organization that drive the team members performance 

or just it is a silo culture?. If there is no healthy environment where people can 

work together easily then the change will be difficult which consequently will 

impact the PMO’s success. 

 

c. Response to change – Resistance to change are roadblocks to success. Have 

changes always been accepted or resisted? How frequently do changes occur 

in the organization? Who initiates changes? What is the predicted speed of the 

change? Who need to know about the change? 

 

d. Information flow – how does communications happen throughout the 

organization? Who influences the team? What are the expectation of “Who 

should know?” and the perceived value of the information to the team? 

Communications and how information flows and is received are some of the 

main concerns that influence the success of PMO. 
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e. Who has the real power? What is the power structure in the 

organization? It is known that in every organization there are just a few key 

people who have the real power to make critical decisions, regardless of what 

the organization chart says. This is important to understand when planning to 

establish a PMO because the informal power structure is rarely what is shown 

on the organization chart. This is one of the most common unwritten rules and 

it has a direct impact on change management and the success of the PMO. As 

an implementer, you need to be aware of both the formal organization 

structure and the informal structure and to deal with them appropriately. 

 

2. Involve the entire team and let them know your findings. Pertinent to the above 

mentioned points (section 1 part c, d) it is apparent that team engagement is one of the 

key points of finding out the entire organization’s unwritten rules which consequently 

affects the success of the PMO. Here we came to the concept of team buy-In and the 

need of effective communication. To get the team’s buy-In we have to ensure that 

every one of the team members understand the identified unwritten rules in the above 

section, what are the benefits of understanding them, and how this will impact the 

success of the PMO. To do this we need to have a very clear understanding of all 

findings related to unwritten rules and their impact on the PMO success. There are 

many techniques that have been published in books and articles to get the team’s buy-

In and enthusiastic cooperation. At a minimum, we can utilize the simple tools 

mentioned in the PMBOK Guide V5: 

 

a. Facilitated workshop. 

b. Focus groups. 

c. Interviews. 

d. Questionnaires’ and Surveys. 

 

3. Do not fight the rules – If we ask a team member to violate the rules this will simply 

put him in difficult position. Personal security is a strong concern for all team 

members. Violating these rules will create feelings of insecurity in the team. 

Unwritten rules live deeply inside of people and if we try to go head to head with 

them, we may simply cause the people around us to turn away from our efforts. The 

objective here is not to fight the unwritten rules but instead is to understand them as 

mentioned earlier. This will guide us to the term “Unwritten Rules of the Game 

(URoG), derived by Peter Scott-Morgan and popularized by a best-selling business 

book in 1994 called The Unwritten Rules of the Game”.  

4. We have to avoid fighting these unwritten rules even as we have to determine what 

they are. Because they are never discussed openly, our efforts must not only identify 

them and bring them out into the open, they must be discussed among both 

management and the other stakeholders so their impacts on the success of the PMO 

can be understood.  
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5. Instead of fighting these rules just accept that they exist and mitigate their effects: 

i. Recognize them by putting them in the risk register and identify mitigation actions 

to deal with them. The best mitigation action is to effectively communicate with 

the organizations involved in the PMO and set up an effective Organizational 

Change Management (OCM) approach. 

ii. Make a clear list of the PMO’s goals and circulate it. Reassure people that the 

PMO will improve how projects are managed and will make their jobs easier. Any 

organizational change of this magnitude will immediately encounter the FUD 

factor (fear, uncertainty, and doubt) as people struggle to identify the impacts of 

the PMO to their own jobs and relationships.  

iii. Identify the organization’s behavior that results from unwritten rules and identify 

their risks to PMO goals. 

iv. Work at the level of corporate values in parallel as part of the mitigation activities 

by identifying those values that promote beneficial behaviors and discourage non-

productive behaviors associated with the unwritten rules.   

Conclusion 

To conclude, unwritten rules are significant cultural factors that impact any PMO success 

as it may drive counterproductive organization behaviors. 

To deal with these rules you must avoid breaking these rules or deal with them directly, 

instead you have to adopt different rules by promoting beneficial behaviors and this will 

be through construction of relevant risk response plan and prompting corporate values. 
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