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A quote that caught my attention several years ago was in an article in an issue of Fast
Company Magazine. The article was entitled “Keeping The Crisis in Chrysler” and the
quote was “We get stupid when we start succeeding.” That quote should get you
thinking, especially if your organization is currently experiencing some successful project
or initiative outcomes. Success is a wonderful thing, we should embrace it, celebrate it
and strive for it in our personal lives, in our businesses and in our project work. That
particular quote does, however, bring to mind something that we have all experienced
during periods where we were most successful. A feeling of safety, security, confidence,
happiness, and maybe even invincibility. Success brings upon us a very comfortable
feeling that we would like to have surround us for as long as possible. Success and the
acknowledgments that accompany it release endorphins (Endorphins are chemicals
produced by the body to relieve stress and pain and boost happiness). We experience a
release of endorphins when something positive happens.
The feeling in many cases, actually produces a desire to experience more of the same.
That same feeling can also cause leaders, including project managers, to temporarily
lose sight of the need to pay attention to other important goals, objectives, issues and
problems. Success sometimes causes people to “let their guard down” or reduce their
normal level of work effort and intensity. Basically “gliding along” on the recent success.
That, in turn, can result in a weakening of preparedness for the next challenge. It’s the
over-confidence that leads to complacency.
It is our job as leaders to deliver a successfully completed project (Success, we know, is
defined in many ways by different stakeholders). This is often far easier said than done.
Additionally, when the project is delivered to the sponsor or client and end users and fully
meets expectations, there should be some time set aside for celebration and recognition.
The emphasis here is to celebrate your victories!
However, along with celebrations, some attention should be given to lessons learned,
what is coming next, and what is changing in the business environment. Many Project
Managers are either working on highly complex projects that span several years or they
are working on multiple projects with durations of a few weeks to a few months.
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Regardless of project duration, we all know that change is an integral part of project
management. Change affects projects of short and long duration, therefore project
leaders should not allow the success of one project to create a belief that all future
projects will experience the same or similar outcomes. We should certainly feel good
about a successful outcome, but, it is important to maintain an awareness of factors that
could overshadow a celebration of success. Sometimes an incident may occur that
causes another project to become a living project management nightmare. Sometimes,
the complacency, an after effect of success, is the cause root cause of a project or
business disaster. There are many examples of this in history, especially military history,
and in the sports world where a champion team somehow loses its momentum. The Fast
Company article mentioned earlier in this article suggests the need to “keep your back to
the wall.” This means that some pressure should be felt by the team or the organization
even if things appear to be going well.
Instead of working in an environment where the team expects to “drive hard” for a period
of time, achieve success, and then expect to see a “slump” at the end of the project where
everyone can relax and bask in the glory, there should be a sense of the need for
preparedness for the next potential project or initiative. This is not to suggest that teams
should not be rewarded or victory celebrations to be downplayed or minimized, or that
teams should expect to operate at 110% efficiency and productivity all of the time. They
do need time to recharge while enjoying the positive returns of their efforts. Failure to
acknowledge great work and providing some type of celebration can create significant
morale issues later on.
The issue facing leaders is to make sure that even after a great success the momentum
continues to fuel the team. In many cases, as suggested earlier, a feeling of
complacency, even superiority, overtakes a project team or an organization after a big
“win”. At that point, a team or organization loses its focus on its mission critical items.
This is where the team may become most vulnerable to other risk factors and threats that
may be emerging but not seen.
The leader must balance the need to recognize and celebrate success with the need to
keep the team or the organization moving forward to the next level of achievement
(Something like “continuous leadership and organizational development” – a journey, not
a destination).
This can certainly be a challenge but it is far better to enjoy a continuous series of small
successes than one huge success followed by long periods of mediocre performance.
The leader provides the motivational fuel needed to continue the drive to success. The
drive is punctuated along the way with “recognition pit stops,” points in time where
accomplishments are noted, teams are thanked, refueling of energy and commitment
takes place, and words of encouragement are provided to help get to the next milestone.
It is also important to keep the customer or client in mind at all times. The Fast Company
article suggested that you should “remember the driver.” The analogy referred to the
customers who buy and drive the cars. Success depends on customer satisfaction.
“Customer Satisfaction is the defining element of success.
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When a customer is satisfied, its cause for celebration but it is also a time to consider
what exactly occurred to bring about the successful outcome. Take the time, along with
rewards and recognition, to review lessons learned, obtain feedback and encourage the
team to do more of what it took to achieve success.
One more key point that requires some attention is the need to define success from many
perspectives. It can be defined very differently by the stakeholders involved.
Another key is to make sure your entire team understands that they are all in the project
together and should share the same goals and objectives. Once you have achieved a
common vision and a team that is energized through effective leadership and a desire to
satisfy the customer, success won’t be far behind.
Continued success is the payoff of positive leadership in project management!

Here is a little something extra: A Quick reference list of measurements of success:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Revenue Growth
Earnings per share
% Increase in efficiency
Retaining customers – usually expressed as a percent
Add on business
Team member satisfaction
Increased Market share
Customer satisfaction – usually includes quality, on time performance, cost
control, mean-time to repair, responsiveness, availability, ease of doing business
with, reliability, Safety of use and many others
Reduction in Staff turnover
Number / frequency of change requests
Average time to respond (help desk)
Number of defects identified and repaired
Reduction in defects
The project didn’t make the front page, no major complaints (no news may be
good news for some projects)
High level of Senior leadership involvement and communication
Employee Personal satisfaction and self-value

Regardless of how you measure success, the last item on the list should sum it all up.
Success should mean that, above all other metrics, you and your team have experienced
some personal value in the work you have done. You really want to continue feeling that
value so don’t stop looking down the road. Watch the signs, and stay ready for the next
challenge. Success is just around the next curve so stay focused and drive on!
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