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        “The first, most important job that a manager has is fielding the right team.  The intent of this book is to help project leaders do just that.”

        - WHITEY HERZOG, HALL OF FAME BASEBALL MANAGER

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Skip the snooze-fest! This book is your wild guide to project success, with fun animal metaphors and practical tips to build winning teams.”

        - CORNELIUS FICHTNER, PMP, AUTHOR, COURSE CREATOR, AND HOST OF THE PROJECT MANAGEMENT PODCASTTM

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “People are the fuel on which an organization runs, and leading people to deliver projects takes special savvy in this regard. This is especially challenging for the new project leader or anyone who struggles with the variety of personalities and agendas that commonly surface. This insightful book gives pragmatic guidance in a fun and colorful way with real-world examples and is a must-have resource for every professional’s desk.”

        - JERRY MANAS, AUTHOR OF NAPOLEON ON PROJECT MANAGEMENT, MANAGING THE GRAY AREAS AND MORE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Novice and experienced project people alike will learn how to successfully handle those 'gotcha goblins' as Dawn Mahan leads you on an educational, creative, and visionary journey through Projectland, so you can navigate the terrain like a pro.”

        - JESSE MIDDAUGH, PMP, MSIS, PENN STATE UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR, BASEBALL FACULTY MENTOR & ICE HOCKEY ADVISOR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Though I write about workplace culture, and have had to spearhead major HR projects, I had no idea about project roles until reading Meet the Players in Projectland. Anyone can benefit from the insights in this book. There were times I laughed out loud, and the content kept me interested in learning more. The author's leadership style and personality shine throughout, making it a page turner.”

        - STEPH HONAMI, CHIEF PEOPLE OFFICER, ENTREPRENEUR, AND AUTHOR OF THE CULTURE CONDUIT: KINDNESS IS THE RIGHT STRATEGY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “A fun, easy read laser-focused on the biggest driver of project success--the people. From your first project to the C-Suite, this book helps you create a team and culture designed to accelerate strategic IMPACT.”

        - LAURA BARNARD, PMP, CHIEF IMPACT DRIVER AT PMO STRATEGIES AND 2021 WORLD PMO INFLUENCER OF THE YEAR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Learning how to manage the people-part of projects takes years of experience and hard knocks, especially the ability to predict and interpret hidden agendas. Fortunately, the author's animal metaphors make it easy to quickly remember the lessons. This book is worth reading from cover to cover, as well as for reference. I am personally putting the lessons to work straight away.”

        - DR. HUGO MINNEY, PHD, PANEL CHAIR AND LEAD AUTHOR OF THE BRITISH STANDARD ON BENEFITS MANAGEMENT, AND CO-AUTHOR OF A GUIDE TO USING A BENEFITS MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "Whether you are new to project management or are an old salty project manager looking for a brush-up, read this book! Dawn takes a fun approach that's truly informative, using clever animal avatars as accurate stand-ins for the people you're likely to encounter in your project journey."

        - MIKE RICHMAN, OLD SALTY PROJECT MANAGER, SCRUM MASTER, AND ZOOLOGIST BY EDUCATION

      

      

      

      
        
        
        "I got more insight into my field of project management from this one book than I did from 25 years of experience. As I read the beginning of the book, unsurprisingly, we were revisiting familiar concepts. But then I realized I was understanding the concepts in a whole new way. It was as though I was carrying an expert project manager AND a coach in my pocket. And when I discovered the Valley of the Indecision Dweller, I knew this book was definitely for me.”

        - RUTH PEARCE, AWARD-WINNING COACH & AUTHOR OF BE HOPEFUL, BE STRONG, BE BRAVE, BE CURIOUS AND BE A PROJECT MOTIVATOR

      

      

      

      
        
        "Great project managers are like those amazing team players who set the standard of excellence for everyone and help make all their teammates better. They become the heartbeat of your organization. Dawn’s approach is living proof that those players aren’t just born, they are made.

        

      
        She’s done that for me twice in very different settings to great success. Her practical approach doesn’t just build project management capacity in your organization—it helps change your culture.”

        - RICH NEGRIN, ESQ., FORMER NFL PLAYER, FORMER PENNSYLVANIA SECRETARY OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION, AND C-SUITE EXECUTIVE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR DAWN MAHAN’S EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “A unique way of explaining project management that doesn't feel like I'm at the dentist!”

        - RAOUL DAVIS, ASCENDANT GROUP CEO, AUTHOR, INTERNATIONAL SPEAKER

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I learned more from Dawn in one hour than I did in most of my college business courses.”

        - RYAN BIRCHMEIER, VP MEDIA RELATIONS – NEW YORK

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “A brilliant course...totally affirmed my thoughts on the PM role itself and has re-energized me for my future career!”

        - LARGE GLOBAL TECH PARTICIPANT – LONDON, ENGLAND

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This was an excellent course! Lively, interesting, and engaging presenter who kept my attention. I didn't want to miss anything.”

        - CAMPBELL’S PROJECT LEADERS – HEADQUARTERS, NEW JERSEY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Excellent course. I am mentoring someone now as they consider a project management career path and will highly recommend this course.”

        - JUNE N, ABOUT SMART TIPS: PROJECT MANAGEMENT & AGILE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Clear, concise, and funny!”

        - RACHEL M, ABOUT SMART TIPS: PROJECT MANAGEMENT & AGILE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I really enjoyed the last 8 weeks. I have a new understanding and appreciation for projects, how they work and what’s needed to make them successful. But, I’m also thankful for the new confidence I feel in my work. I really needed this class!”

        - GABRIELLA, GLOBAL MARKETING LEADER & PRACTICAL PROJECT MANAGEMENT (PPM) CERTIFICATE GRADUATE – PHILADELPHIA, PA

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Dawn’s ‘sponsor school’ unlocked some critical insights that served as rocket fuel in our journey to greater organizational and strategic clarity, collaboration, and efficiency.”

        - TANYA CARLSON, DEPUTY CHIEF OF STRATEGY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I was looking and I couldn't find anything quite like it. It was brilliant. Thank you!"

        - ZEENA H., SENIOR MANAGER, MARKETING INTELLIGENCE & PRACTICAL PROJECT MANAGEMENT (PPM) CERTIFICATE GRADUATE – LONDON, UK

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Dawn’s commitment to understanding our learning needs and desired outcomes was evident from the very start. What impressed me the most was Dawn’s ability to stimulate interest and engagement among the executives.”

        - WILLETTA LOVE, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT & PROCESS OPTIMIZATION

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I've been attending meetings for 2 years and this was my favorite."

        - PMI CHAPTER PARTICIPANT OF DECODE PROJECT MANAGEMENT: GET YOUR GAME ON! – PENNSYLVANIA

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT IS A PROJECT GURU PLAYBOOK?

          

        

      

    

    
      Our Project Guru Playbooks are brief, action-oriented guides that are designed to be:

      
        	Fun

        	Focused

        	Newbie-friendly

        	Practical

      

      With this playbook in hand, you should be able to implement its pro tips on your project immediately to increase your chances of success with less stress.
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      For the nervous, newbie project person, who deserves someone to introduce them to an easier path through Projectland.
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      PROJECTLAND [ NOUN PROJ-EKT-LAND]

      
        	A concept to convey that projects are like a different world with different roles and rules.

        	Consider Projectland a place with a capital P like Pluto, Poland, Pennsylvania, and Philadelphia. Each have their own terrain, challenges, and opportunities. When traveling to a new place for the first time, it’s best to prepare.

      

      ORIGIN

      Dawn Mahan coined the term projectland first without the Capital P prior to 2018, when she blurted it out during a live, corporate training session. In 2020, passionate Book Insider VIPs insisted it be capitalized like a real place.

      She applied for the trademark in 2022, and it was officially registered for training and workshops in 2024, so we began using the ® symbol. She subsequently applied for Projectland to be trademarked for e-books and printed books, as well. This is why we currently have the TM in certain places, pending offical approval. So if you were wondering why we appear to be having a trademark identity crisis, now you know, and it's because we are. In fact, it's driving Dawn nuts that it doesn't match everywhere.

      Because it’s really annoying to do so, we will not continue to show the trademark every time we mention Projectland in the book. The Projectland image above was developed in 2023 by Beth Montgomery in collaboration with Jerry Manas and Dawn Mahan. We all hope you like it, and that the concept helps you to embrace and conquer this wild world.

    

  


  
    
      “There are some things you learn best in calm, and some in storm.”

      

      ― Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION: A NOT SO FUN FACT & WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Of all the things I’ve done, the most vital is coordinating the talents of those who work for us and pointing them towards a certain goal.”

        - Walt Disney

      

      

      Did you know that MOST projects FAIL?

      They cost too much, take too long, the thing doesn’t quite work as expected, some important people got upset along the way, or the final result falls short of expectations (if it gets delivered at all). Often, several of these unfortunate circumstances happen, and then, the project that we thought in the beginning would be great, turns into a really dark cloud of dirt that hovers around us like Pigpen in Peanuts⁠1.

      Even some of the biggest, best-known brands have experienced epic project failures. Software glitches have been blamed for releasing prisoners early. Construction projects notoriously take too long, cost too much, and are disruptive as all get out.

      In the book that Inc.com called “The most important business book of the year⁠2,” How Big Things Get Done, by Bent Flyvbjerg and Dan Gardner, the authors shared these startling statistics after analyzing 16,000 projects:

      
        	Only 48% achieve the cost goal

        	Only 8.5% end on budget and on time

        	Only 0.5% end on budget, on time, and deliver the promised benefits

      

      But why and how does project failure happen?

      Did you know that lack of proper management support is a top reason for project failure?

      A survey of seventy professional engineers⁠3 suggests that there are at least a dozen distinct explanations for projects that flop with a capital F. The respondents were presented with seventy reasons for project failure, asked to rate each reason by its importance as a cause of failure, and to select the five most important reasons.

      They found that the top three reasons for project failure were:

      
        	The project was not adequately defined at the beginning.

        	The project manager was incompetent. 

        	There was a lack of clearly defined project goals and objectives. 

      

      These top three can be eliminated by leaders engaged to define the project clearly and assign the right project manager in the beginning of the project.

      Additionally, “lack of support and involvement of top management” was specifically identified as another top reason for failure. Indeed, even if leaders do a good job addressing the top three reasons for failure at the start of the project, they can’t then wave a magic wand and say, “make it so and let me know when it’s done,” and then exit stage left and disappear. They need to remain engaged throughout the entire project.  Since support and involvement are two different things, let’s unpack them a bit.

      Upper-level management should continuously make it clear that the project is worthwhile and that they support it. They should also get involved at the appropriate times and in the right way. Hence the advice above about proper management support. The proper clarifier is not only because inadequate support is detrimental, but also because over-involvement by upper-level management can contribute to failure, too. Over-engagement of upper-level management often undermines the project manager's authority and the respect of team members, subcontractors, customers, and others.

      In effect, attempts by upper-level management to over-control the project can result in a project that gets out of control. The role of upper-level management in a project is not to be the project manager, but to be a sponsor, facilitator, champion, and key decision-maker of the project. The duties of a sponsor will be explained in Chapter 5. For now, keep in mind that involvement by leadership needs to be “right-sized” for the project. Like the Goldilocks fairytale, we’re looking for leaders to be involved not too much, not too little, but just right.

      Change was cited as another major cause of failure, including situations where upper-level management had changed the scope of work.

      Other survey suggestions from engineers regarding upper-level management's involvement in project management are that projects sometimes fail because of the “owner meddling in the project manager's affairs” and “team members being removed from the project for long periods of time to complete other company tasks.” Borrowing project team members for other tasks after they have been assigned to a project can cause the project to stall out.

      None of this should be a surprise.

      Who gets projects done? People.

      Who sabotages projects (on purpose or by accident)? People.

      Who can help you succeed or fail? People.

      Not Trello. Not Microsoft Project. Not any other tool or process.

      Even the tech wizards at Microsoft reported that human leaders are critical to success, citing “weak executive support⁠4” as a top reason for project failure. In the article, they stated, “Having an executive sponsor with a vested interest, someone who will go to bat for your project from start to finish, is a big factor in project success. Yet, fewer than two in three projects had actively engaged project sponsors to provide clear direction or help address problems. Lack of time is often an issue.”

      Successful projects happen when the right people are assigned to the right projects at the right time and are afforded the time and space to focus. One of the most important things to get right in the beginning of any project, is to identify and organize the RIGHT people into a team. This includes identifying the leadership team, as well as the superstar Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) for your project.

      Just like every basketball player—from budding newbies to professionals—needs to dribble, pass, and shoot the ball with a reasonable level of skill, so, too, do you need to get foundational skills right to have any hope of succeeding and not feeling foolish in your organization. And just like every athlete practices to get good at the basics, so must you. Don’t worry if it feels awkward at first. You’re building skills and confidence with every shot you take at setting your project up for success.

      For twenty-five’ish years, I’ve been living, breathing, sweating, and even dreaming and waking up in a panic about Projectland (a term I use to describe the world of projects—we’ll explore this later in “Chapter 2: Welcome to Projectland”). Both as an employee and as an award-winning project management consultant, I’ve been fortunate to work across industries, inside giant global businesses with names you’d recognize, small businesses, and seemingly every size in between, because projects are happening everywhere. I’ve learned a lot from not only the miles I’ve personally logged in Projectland, but also from the thousands of learners in nearly 100 countries who found themselves seeking an easier path through Projectland’s unexplored terrain and trusted me to be their tour guide. Their challenging questions have sharpened my own skills and helped me find simpler ways to explain how to navigate this wild world with ease in most situations.

      I say most because each organization and each project situation is unique, and the beginning part, where we’ll spend extra time in this book, can be especially so. This uniqueness is where the Projectland “gotcha goblins” lurk. Of course, every human in Projectland is unique too, and whether a project is seemingly simple or seriously complex, the fact is that it is the people who will make or break your project. Since most people haven’t been prepared to navigate Projectland properly, it’s worth it to take the time to get the people part right. Getting the people part right applies to you regardless of your role. From top leadership to summer interns and everyone in between, learning the roles and rules will position you to contribute positively. The uniqueness factor means we should not expect any one person to have all the answers, and that good ideas should be welcomed from everyone.

      A case in point is one of my keen college students, Sebastian. I was hired to be the first project management instructor for the YearUp⁠5 program in Philadelphia at Peirce College. Students were largely from tough city neighborhoods who would not otherwise have access to good jobs at major companies. My role was to help prepare them for internships, so I based the “Practical Project Management for Young Professionals” course on what I teach inside corporations to professionals of all ages and experience levels. Plus, we added a micro-certification to make sure that students had the opportunity to learn the Project Management Institute (PMI) process in a fun way using my ProjectFlo® Process Learning System.

      Sebastian was a model student, worked hard, and earned the micro-certification. I followed up with him for a one-on-one video call to see how he was doing in his internship at Merrill Lynch, a Bank of America company, and what I learned from him will always stick with me. He said that, while he works in operations, projects are constantly rolling through his department like a freight train disrupting things. His boss had recently held a meeting to talk about one of the next projects that was on its way. Sebastian said he visualized the process he’d learned through the micro-certification and asked a few probing questions based on what he’d learned in class. His boss’s reply was that those were very good questions, and he didn’t have the answers yet, but he promised to go get them! Indeed, the student intern who understands Projectland not only added value to his department that day, but also elevated his standing by asking just a few basic questions.

      These are some of the results that I trust you, too, can experience when you understand how Projectland works. In addition to sharing my "best of" material from consulting, training, and coaching over the years, I will attempt to point you to the right rocks to look under in your version of Projectland, as well as the questions to ask so that you can find your way and help your team prepare to win.

      While statistics show that most projects fail, yours doesn’t have to. As the authors of How Big Things Get Done warn:

      
        	You won’t succeed without an “us.”

        	Know that your biggest risk is you.

      

      They also advise to “be a team maker.” By the end of this book, you’ll be prepared to do just that. You’ll be able to identify and avoid improper management support on your projects and set yourself and all of the people involved in your projects up for success!

      To accomplish this, I’ve organized this book into three sections.

      In Section I: Welcome to the Jungle, we’ll cover critical foundational concepts including answering a question asked by a seasoned, savvy hospital administrator, “What is a project – really?” in Chapter 1. Once you’re clear on what a project is and what it’s not, you’ll be ready to be warmly welcomed to Projectland in Chapter 2. Here you’ll discover why this term and concept has helped our organizational clients and thousands of learners embrace the right mindset to succeed in a world where the odds are stacked against you. In Chapter 3, we’ll address the common question, “Is project management just like management?” I’ll also share the term I prefer to use instead of project management and you might too.

      In “Section II: Meet the Players of Projectland” I’ll introduce you to the typical who’s who in Projectland with the help of carefully curated animal avatars. You will:

      
        	Learn to speak the language of professional project managers related to roles and responsibilities on projects

        	Meet our animal avatars that help explain the characteristics of common creatures in Projectland and make learning fun

        	Be able to identify the key players on your projects, determine who's who, and assess where you fit today

        	Be prepared to suggest special skills that might be helpful to have on your project team

      

      We will dive deeper into each of the key players, starting at the top of the typical project organization, dedicating a chapter to each one, as follows:

      
        	Chapter 5 – I’m the Sponsor, Hear Me Roar

        	Chapter 6 – The Steering Team Is Not a Committee: Eagles, Whales, & Owls, Oh My!

        	Chapter 7 – The Project Manager – Not Quite the King (or Queen!) of the Jungle, but Awfully Close

        	Chapter 8 – The Dream Team – The Fast, the Strong, & the Furiously Fun

        	Chapter 9 – Three Surprising Kinds of Stakeholders

      

      At this point, you’ll have a foundational understanding of Projectland and the creatures you may encounter during your journey. You’ll figure out where you fit and know what to expect from everyone else.

      In “Section III: Get ‘Em On Board & Ready to Rumble,” we’ll cover practical tips to help you determine who you need to help your project succeed, how to get them on board, and ultimately how to get them rowing in the right direction. We’ll also cover a few common pitfalls, so you’ll know what to do if they happen to you. To accomplish this, we’ll travel through four action-packed chapters together.

      In “Chapter 10 – When & How to Recruit Your A-team or Love the Creatures You’re With,” we’ll discuss how to identify who you need, how to evaluate whether you have the right team members, and how to start socializing the project to rally support. While the song lyric advice from Stephen Stills to “love the one you’re with” is helpful when you have limited or no options regarding who is part of your project, you may have more influence than you think! We’ll discuss how our animal avatars can help us create a winning team, and how to create your step-by-step plan to recruit your A-team and get them committed to win.

      In “Chapter 11 – What to Do About Stakeholders, Especially the Difficult Ones,” we’ll further explore how to think about and identify who your stakeholders are and what to do about them. You’ll learn how to organize stakeholders into three fun categories with the help of our animal avatars, as well as plan what to do next. You’ll also meet SAMM, our related "thinking tool," which is part of our pro project management workbook that you can download for free from the Project Guru Press website (projectgurupress.com/meettheplayers/tools). Many clients have found this thinking tool to be the key to success for their projects, and you might, too! As you know, everyone has an opinion, and these techniques can help you sort through and manage the noise.

      In “Chapter 12 – Get Ready for the Storm: Teaming is a Process, Too,” you’ll learn one of the most surprising and frequent team traps and discover powerful tips for climbing out of it.

      At this stage in the book, you’ll have identified all the key players in your version of Projectland—those who you believe will help you achieve your objectives—and you’ll know how to navigate any early team turmoil. Next, you’ll learn how to ensure they’re all in your project boat, in the right seats, and ready to row in the right direction.

      In “Chapter 13 – Your Secret Weapon to Get the Players Rowing in the Same Direction,” we’ll review a simple, powerful pro technique to get your crew and project started successfully: how to prepare a solid, succinct kickoff meeting. Since sometimes the first secret weapon just isn't enough to get the team to push off the dock and start rowing, "Chapter 14 -- When Part One Isn't Enough," walks you through how to extend that kickoff meeting into a full-fledged, efficient planning workshop. And with this, you’ll be in a solid position to embark on your project journey.

      One last point worth mentioning before we get on our way. You may notice a few points being repeated throughout the book. This is because after you’ve read the book once, you may want to go back and use certain chapters as reference. By then, you may or may not have remembered key principles mentioned earlier in the book. For convenience (and, let’s face it, to drill the point home), I reiterate certain crucial concepts throughout the book. While I
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