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Introduction
Tracking project status is at the very core of the project manager’s responsibilities to the project, his team and the customer, and a suc-
cessful outcome for all involved.

Communication is the project manager’s key responsibility, which includes tracking and relaying project status. These are the central 
elements that drive the daily advancement of a project to its completion.

The project status report is possibly the single most important ongoing element of the project and probably the most critical communica-
tion tool to be utilized during the engagement. I contend that it is more important, even, than the project schedule because much infor-
mation about ongoing tasks is usually already contained in a project status report.

With input elements, such as issues, risks, task assignments, resource usage, budget analysis and change orders, a good and ongo-
ing project status report could easily drive the project on a weekly basis if 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 from which to manage the project, then I would choose 
the status report 90% of the time (depending on the project and the customer, understandably).

Brad Egeland  
PMP
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Tracking The Project

Tracking the current status of the project allows you to compare 
its progress to the initial project plan. At regular intervals, you 
want to know where you are now in relation to where you 
planned to be, and then determine what actions are required 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 satisfies 
the customer’s acceptance criteria and that the project is on 
time and on budget.

If you monitor the project regularly, then you’ll know you are hit-
ting all the benchmarks. Missing a benchmark is an early warn-
ing signal that you should take action to return to your pre-
scribed track.

As you track the project status throughout the engagement, 
there are five key areas that require your careful focus.

1. Risk

2. Schedule

3. Scope quality

4. Staffing

5. Budget

For each of these five areas, the project manager must continu-
ally track what “is” versus what was “supposed to be” at any 
point in the project timeline. The experienced project manager 
knows what to do if there are issues or deviations. He or she 
will document, report and share them with the appropriate pro-
ject participants and stakeholders, and then develop and imple-
ment an action plan.

As much as these five areas deserve your constant attention, 
the most important point I want to make in this e-book – and 
where most of your efforts should be applied – is the action(s) 
you take to maintain a tight control of the direction of your pro-
ject.

Undoubtedly, you have a method for tracking projects and the 
experience to use it effectively and efficiently…most of the time. 
It’s when your project is not proceeding smoothly, however, that 
this e-book will help you bring your project back on track. 
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Tracking Project Risk

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 is:

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

Must you manage for these risks, these “possible” events that 
may or may not happen?

Can you allow risk events to take their own course and worry 
about them if and when they occur?

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

As part of a sound project management process, it is far better 
to plan for risk and look for ways to avoid a specific risk from oc-
curring or ways to work through a risk event should it actually 
happen. Any company’s formalized project management meth-
odology should include a risk management component.

Section 1

Tracking Project 
Risks
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Risk

For project risk, the project manager monitors the environment 
to detect any new risks or a change in the assumptions about 
the potential risks that were identified during the planning stage.

When and if the original risk assumptions change or if new risks 
are identified, the PM must:

Implement new countermeasures (which may require a change 
request).

Delete planned countermeasures (the probability of a risk occur-
ring may have decreased and the PM and team no longer need 
the countermeasures).

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

Any changes in the risk assessment should be noted on the pro-
ject status report in a risk status section.

When analyzing and considering risks, you may want to view 
them from various angles to be sure you’ve assessed them thor-
oughly. The actions listed above can be discussed with the 
team and customer, so they have an opportunity to provide in-
put or you can consider the third action solely in your role as 
project manager when you start the project. 

Risk Avoidance

For me, risk avoidance is very proactive because you plan your 
project activities to avoid the risks that you’ve discussed with 
your team, customer and stakeholders. Not all risks can truly be 
avoided, but your goal is to minimize them, so you reduce their 
negative effect on your project. The more risks you must ad-
dress, the more likely your project timeline and budget will be 
derailed. 

Risk avoidance is more than just reducing the impact of risk 
events on your projects. When you are proactive or implement 
revised plans, you are more likely to reduce significantly the risk 
event ever happening.

This, of course, is not always possible.

When you can take the proper action to avoid risks, you are 
making a major contribution to protecting the bottom line of your 
project. Consider this scenario:

• You are working with a data center and the topic is how back-
ups are handled, when they are run, etc.

• Let's assume that the data is extremely critical and highly sen-
sitive and of a financial nature for high-dollar and high-
visibility projects.
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Risk mitigation may prompt you to recommend that the data 
center move from weekly backups to daily backups to ensure 
that the client never loses more than 24 hours of data in the 
event of a disaster or crash. By taking this action, you haven’t 
eliminated the risk, but you’ve potentially reduced its impact sig-
nificantly should the risk event occur.

Your risk-avoidance response to this scenario may be recom-
mending the use of clustered data storage technology. You 
would have virtually eliminated the risk altogether…albeit at a 
considerably greater implementation cost. If the risk is critical 
enough to avoid, however, then it may be well worth that cost. 
You’ve spent more on the process and technology, but you’ve 
eliminated the worst-case scenario of 24-hour data loss in this 
risk-mitigation example.

I’m a firm believer in risk avoidance as the best strategy when 
it’s an option. If you can implement plans, processes and tech-
nology to avoid the impact, then you never have to face the con-
sequences. It’s not always possible, however; and you must 
consider the cost/benefit analysis of each risk-avoidance option 
carefully.

Risk Mitigation

Other than risk avoidance, risk mitigation is the next best strat-
egy because you will have identified possible risks and devel-

oped plans to mitigate, or lessen the severity of the risk should 
it present itself as feared.

In this case, the impact on your project could be a hit to the 
budget or timeline, or both. With proper planning, however, 
you’ll know what action to take to lessen the impact on the pro-
ject and maintain the necessary forward momentum.

As you work with your team and customer to identify risks, it’s 
also critical to document the overall impact to the project if the 
risk is realized. How that risk could possibly be minimized – or 
mitigated – should also be documented. You’re looking for any 
possible strategy or action to reduce the severity of the risk if it 
impacts your project.

If you can’t completely avoid a risk, then you need to determine 
how you will react to it if it occurs. For example, if you need 20 
developers for your project and only 5 are available, then you 
may outsource the development work. This could be a huge 
risk, however, so you may need to develop a mitigation strategy 
to find another outsourced development staff during the project 
– and with the potential for a huge amount of re-work.

Alternatively, as mentioned in the data center backups scenario 
in the Risk Avoidance section, moving from weekly to daily back-
ups can greatly reduce the exposure to potential data loss, but 
will not completely remove the risk of at least some data loss.
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Vendor Risks And Issues

If you are relying on outside vendors to work 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 and require that they identify how to manage potential 
risks according to your protocol. You can also have backup ven-
dors on call should major problems arise.

Customer-Induced Risks And Issues

The customer is part of the solution, but he or she can also be 
part of the problem.

Customer influences and issues can become barriers to project 
progress. Such risks as losing key customer personnel, funding 
issues and slow decision making can cause major project de-
lays if not managed properly.

Make sure that the customer is aware of the potential risks he 
or she can cause and that he or she works continuously 
throughout the project to help ensure those issues do not arise 
and negatively affect the project.
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Tracking The Project Schedule

Every project schedule should be well managed and updated. It 
should be coordinated with the project status report to drive 
nearly every project meeting. 

The project schedule contains resource assignments and us-
age, is integrated with the budget (both forecasted and actual 
expenditures) and reports progress. Indeed, it is the collabora-
tive tool that holds the project together. The project manager 
must maintain the project schedule, and update it continually 
throughout the engagement. This will maximize the probability 
of project success, team member engagement and client satis-
faction.

Pick a good tool for managing the project schedule because 
tracking it, as well as creating and providing a detailed project 
status reporting mechanism, is at the very heart of the communi-
cation responsibilities of the successful project manager.

Record Your Schedule Status On The Status Report 

Form

If you notice that the project is off-schedule, then work with the 
team to determine what might be causing the problem and how 
to return the project to its schedule.

Not every actual or projected missed delivery date will affect the 
project deadline; so focus your energy on potential changes 
that do jeopardize the deadline date – those on the critical path. 
Minor deviations from projected dates are not uncommon. Ma-
jor deviations that may cause you to miss your deadlines need 
your attention. Detect these potential deviations early, so you 
reach the schedule benchmarks as planned.

The downfall of many project managers – and their projects – is 
focusing too much on every issue that develops.

Every issue is not a priority 1.

Some problems are actually priorities 2 and 3. Focus on the pri-
mary priorities first, and then address the others. Try to avoid 
excessive multi-tasking.

While multi-tasking may seem like a good idea and you may 
think you do it well…the truth is that it only causes problems for 
most project managers. Stay focused on what is most impor-
tant, kill it, bag it and move to the next priority. This strategy 
works very, very (did I say very?) well on project risks and is-
sues.

Focus on too many problems at once and you will have trouble 
removing them from the issues-and-risks section of the status 
report.
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Tracking The Project Scope Quality

You may be familiar with scope management…but scope qual-
ity is not only unique, but also an important element to under-
stand.

You can manage the scope of your project rigorously to ensure 
that it never changes from the initial requirements; however, if 
the quality of those requirements and the quality of the scope 
that are your management responsibilities are compromised, 
then the project may be seriously jeopardized.

That is why the concept of scope quality – and the assurance of 
the continuation of that quality – is key to the success of your 
projects.

Scope Quality

The Scope Quality Plan describes how the team intends to fulfill 
the customer’s acceptance criteria for the final deliverable. 

Effective project management requires that you discover a qual-
ity problem before the customer receives the final deliverable. 
Otherwise, you will disappoint the customer and you’ll have to 
perform rework to correct the problem. Rework is not only ex-
pensive, but also it adds additional time to the project.

The best approach, therefore, is to assure that each interim de-
liverable and final deliverable are acceptable to their customers. 
You’re more likely to succeed at making them happy by creat-
ing a scope plan and then monitoring the quality of the deliver-
ables as they are produced throughout the project.

Each time an interim deliverable is completed and provided to 
the customer, ask him or her if he or she is satisfied with the 
quality of the deliverable.

If the customer is satisfied with the interim deliverable, then indi-
cate acceptance with a checkmark on the status report form. If 
the interim deliverable does not fulfill the customer’s criteria, 
then the team member providing the deliverable must rework it 
and make the necessary changes, so it has the quality stan-
dards 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 during the planning stage and before 
you begin producing them. It’s only necessary to define quality 
or acceptance criteria for deliverables you haven’t previously 
produced or those in the past that did not satisfy the customer.
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Tracking Project Staffing And The Budget

The project staffing plan and budget, analysis and forecasting 
must be coordinated throughout the project. I recommend that 
you manage both on the same spreadsheet for all your projects 
– but don’t hesitate to use the method that has proven useful 
and effective for you.

Your project resources are often the largest expense of the pro-
ject. A project budget that is monitored continually can be more 
easily controlled and corrected.

You can’t separate staffing and budget if you are managing a 
project and your project team includes several skilled re-
sources.

Staffing And Budget

If you included staffing and the budget in your project plan, then 
you’ll need to monitor the actual staff effort and costs and com-
pare them regularly to the assigned tasks and responsibilities of 
the staff and the planned budget amounts. Even if you didn’t in-
clude them in the plan, you must still monitor them, so you can 
begin to amass an historical record of the staffing and budget 
required to complete a certain type of project.

• Actual staffing effort, or the amount of time spent on the pro-
ject, is recorded on the status report form.

• Actual budget expenditures versus the initial budget are also 
recorded.

Actual budget expenditures reveal what you have spent to date, 
but don’t indicate if you’re following the planned budget. You 
must periodically determine the remaining budget to complete 
the project.

Consider this scenario: You have a budget of $120,000 for a 
four-month project. After the first month, you’ve spent $50,000. 
Are you on budget or spent less or more? You may be on 
budget if more of your expenses were planned for the begin-
ning of the project.

Conversely, if most of the expenses will be incurred late in the 
project, then you’re probably exceeding your budget. You can 
determine the current status of the budget by asking the team 
to forecast what expenses are needed to finish the project. Add 
this forecast to what has already been spent for a new budget 
estimate. For example, your team estimates they will spend an-
other $90,000 (with medium accuracy) to complete the project. 
You may budget an expenditure range of $80,000 and 
$100,000. You add the $100,000 estimate to the $50,000 al-
ready spent, giving you a projected total that exceeds the 
budget by $30,000.
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The company’s financial people will likely consider this unac-
ceptable – and so should you. You have several options if your 
project appears to exceed its budget:

1. After you’ve discussed the situation with your sponsor, com-
plete a change request for more funds.

2. If you’re at the beginning of the project, then no action is re-
quired, but continue to monitor budget expenditures to deter-
mine if the actual expenditures are less than the original pro-
jections.

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

If you find you will exceed the budget, then talk with your spon-
sor as soon as possible. The sponsor probably doesn’t like sur-
prises and he or she might have some ideas on how to re-
calculate the budget to remain within the set limits.

Record the actual staff effort and budget expenditures on your 
status report.
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