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Who is presenting

My background is technical.

I was a researcher, a developer, a consultant, a manager, a mentor, …

I did have a title of project manager a couple of times.

I like to picture myself as a troubleshooter.

I like to finish what I have started.
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What shall we do today

One of the main goals of Project Management is preventing chaos.

1. Can a large and complex project be managed without a project 
plan?

2. Can a large and complex project be executed faster if chaos is 
introduced into it (intentionally or unintentionally)?

3. Is there a way:
a. to manage chaos? 
b. to manage in chaos?
c. to manage out of chaos?
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Chaos

• complete disorder and confusion
• the property of a complex system whose behavior is so unpredictable 

as to appear random, owing to great sensitivity to small changes in 
conditions

• the formless matter supposed to have existed before the creation of 
the universe 
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Google Books Ngram Viewer

Project

Project manager

Chaos

Charts the frequencies of any set of 
comma-delimited search strings using a 
yearly count of n-grams found in sources 
printed between 1500 and 2008.
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“Chaos” or “Edge of chaos”?

• Lewin in 1992 wrote that operating at the ‘edge of chaos’ requires 
managers to:

1. pay attention to relationships at all levels, 
2. realize that small changes can have large unexpected results, 
3. accept that organizational activity is emergent rather than planned. 

• All of above applies to “chaos” as well.

• When a project is in chaos, you have no control over at least some 
elements of the project.
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3 projects discussed

• Insurance company – project in chaotic state
• ~ 500k EUR
• 1 year (2003)

• National health institute – project executed in chaotic environment
• ~ 5M EUR
• 2 years (1994, 1995)

• MNO – big and complex project without a project plan
• ~ 50M EUR
• 9 months (2007)
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Insurance company - Situation

• A “must win” project with a new and strategic customer
• Sale was pushed through top management after a long sell process
• Weak internal support for the project on the customer side
• No domain knowledge in the development team
• 6 months into development – no tangible results
• Total dissatisfaction  on the side of the customer
• Pressure from top management to do something quick
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PM starting point

• I had no previous connection to the project.
• I did not know the customer.
• I was authorized to decide first whether to continue the project at all.
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Insurance company – Actions taken

• Find out what is broken and fix it as fast as possible (do not trust those 
that are responsible for the situation, but do not neglect their opinion)

• Start building MT&R (principle is - you start, they follow; and this is valid 
both for inter-team relations and relations to the customer)

• Replace team members that are too “damaged”
• Start delivering on promises, both to team members and to the 

customer (so be careful to promise what can be delivered, especially at 
start, where failures are not tolerated yet)

• No witch hunting - lost time and energy
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Insurance company – Result

• All planned deliveries were accepted by the customer.
• Negotiations for extension of the project (new project) were started.



14

National health institute – Situation

• Strategic project, won after 5 years of bidding, at time by far the biggest single 
project of the company

• Modernization of complete IT system of Croatian Health Institute, 1 main location 
in ZG, 16 regional centers in big cities like Pula, Split, Osijek, 60+ branch offices in 
smaller cities (including islands), all connected through private network (just 
before Internet )

• Formal winner of the project was HP, which appointed a project manager
• Project execution in phases, successful conclusion of one phase enabled 

execution of next phase, deliverables could be renegotiated between phases (as 
long as changes were within budget)

• Financed and supervised by World Bank (strict reporting requirements)
• The project had to be executed during war in Croatia (some of regional centers 

were either surrounded (Osijek), or very near the front line (Zadar, Gospić)
• HP employees were forbidden to travel to Croatia (even to Zagreb)
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PM starting point

• I was not part of the sales process.
• I had very little domain knowledge (complex project).
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National health institute – Actions taken

• Minimize exposure to chaos
• Think out of the box, one good idea at start can make a huge difference
• “Staging phase” was added to every delivery phase. It meant that all 

deliveries for one phase were preassembled and tested in a duty-free 
warehouse in Vienna before equipment was delivered to end locations. 
This enabled installation of one location in 1 to 2 days (instead of 4 to 7).

• MT&R was established early on and kept throughout the project.
• Great team, that was able to adapt to changing conditions (and yes, there 

were some changes in the team)
• There was a project plan – for reporting purposes
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National health institute – Result

• All three phases were completed on time and within budget.
• There was fourth phase (it included lots of islands). I left the company 

after phase 3 was completed.
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MNO – Status

• Strategic project for the company, long bidding process, two tenders
• GSM license was signed in February (70+ M EUR)
• Clear goal of the project – build a commercial GSM network in Kosovo ASAP, if 

possible before EOY 
• No infrastructure available (buildings, communication lines, power lines, sites 

for antennas, …)
• Clear support from top management (We are ready)
• The team has built a mobile network (2G and 3G), but never in such a short 

time
• First task – select a supplier of GSM equipment through a public tender
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PM starting point

• I was assigned to the project after license was signed, I had no 
connection to the project before that, I have never been to Kosovo

• I had no experience in building GSM operators, no generic project 
plan was available
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MNO – Actions taken

• In a situation like this you have no choice but to trust that you have the best 
teams available and that everybody knows what needs to be done. Actually 
trust needs to exist on all levels. So my first goal was to establish MT&R early 
on and keep it throughout the project.

• It is true - a project plan for the whole project was never produced (we tried a 
few times, but we abandoned it because it was slowing us down too much and 
there was no added value)

• Project was executed through stages. Some stages were known upfront, some 
were decided “on the fly”.

• Clear deliverables for each stage were understood, but not written down 
(select supplier; find place for system building and build it, before equipment is 
delivered; find locations for antennas; build antenna sites; install equipment 
into data center; …)

• PM main task: remove any obstacle as it becomes known (or find a way around 
it)
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MNO – Result

• Commercial operation started on 14.12.2007 with a concert of USA 
rapper 50 Cent. Everything (including GSM network ;-)) worked well. 

• One week before the commercial start I was not able to say whether we 
will make it on-time, or we will be late by unknown period of time. All was 
possible, although “on-time” had the highest probability.

• The network buildup continued with the same pace for at least a year.
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One advice
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A reference to Scrum

• When dealing with these projects, I had no knowledge of Scrum.
• Use of elements of Scrum is increasing from one case to another.
• So – chaos was just a perception, but in reality it was all about a 

different approach to project management?
• If Scrum was used knowingly from start, would there be no chaos?

• Well, maybe. All I can say now, is that knowing about Scrum would 
spare me some (unnecessary) worries.
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What have we learned today

• Chaos can be managed. Sometimes and to some extent.
• Chaos can speed things up. Sometimes. Not recommended.
• MT&R is the secret ingredient. Always.
• You do not learn to operate in chaos, you have to train to operate in 

chaos. You need “best in class” teams.
• Use Scrum, you will move faster, you might worry less.

• ?
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