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At one of my children’s schools, they talk a lot about 
scaffolding the children, by which they mean giving them 
the help and support they need to do their best.

I think that this idea is apposite in a business context 
too. Having worked on and led more than 500 strategic 
projects, in my experience, the most successful have 
generally been well scaffolded.

In this article I share six ideas for scaffolding projects, 
large and small: overinvest in clarifying the basic objective, 
contextualisation and aligning leadership; set crystal 
clear expectations about deliverables, quality and 
communication; get the right team in place and give them 
the tools and support necessary to do a good job; build 
the capability within the team to zoom in and out; review 
progress in a timely way; and invest properly in project 
completion and review.

These insights are important now. Projects are becoming 
the default way to get new things done in organisations and 
in many of our clients, the lion’s share of budget increases 
are going to projects.
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scaffolding
strategic projects

giving them the help and 
support they need

Right thinking

by dr marc levy

Project success is more important than ever 
as projects are becoming the default way to 
get things adone within organisations. We’ve 
found that ‘scaffolding’ project teams – giving 
them the necessary structural support as they 
do their important work – can increase the 
chances of success.
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1. Overinvest in clarifying the basic 
objective or problem statement, 
contextualisation and aligning 
leadership

The basic objective – we typically call it 
a problem statement in consulting – is 
the first critical layer of the scaffolding. 
It should clearly define, in a concise but 
comprehensive way, the key business 
problem that needs to be solved, often in 
the form of a question. A good problem 
statement should be SMART: Specific, 
Measurable, Action-oriented, Relevant, 
and Time-bound.

‘What growth and retention strategies – 
giving particular attention to pricing, digital 
direct, and intermediated channels – can 
we put in place by the end of 2019 in order 
that by the end of 2020 we have arrested 
the decline in the Australian market share 
of our product, X?’

The problem statement should be 
informed by a thoughtful diagnosis of the 
problem. Ray Dalio’s provocative question 
(2017), ‘what is true (today, with respect to 
the problem)?’, is a good place to start.

We recommend overinvesting in 
diagnosing and defining the problem 
statement, for three reasons. First, 
projects inevitably run more smoothly if 
there is alignment on the problem to be 
solved. Second, the problem statement 
drives the project work and getting it 
right can stop the team going down blind 
alleys. Third, carefully crafting the problem 
statement, in light of the diagnosis, 
sharpens the team’s thinking and sets the 
tone for the problem solving that follows.

Context is important for projects and 
it is critical that projects give it proper 
consideration. What are the attitudes 
within the organisation to the project? 
What are the levels of support for it and 
how sustainable will they be? What are 
the processes by which people want to 
engage with the project? Some of the best 
project managers that I’ve seen are highly 
adept at managing the politics of projects 
within organisations and understanding 
and attending to context is an important 
part of this.

Where possible, the organisation’s 
leadership should be involved in the 
formative stages of projects. Leadership 
support and commitment is of course 
a precondition for success, so having 
leaders involved in architecting the basic 
objective or problem statement, or at least 
signing it off, is a necessary first step for 
most significant projects. 

A good problem statement 
should be SMART:

specific

action-oriented

measurable

relevant

time-bound
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2. Set crystal clear expectations 
about deliverables, quality and 
communication

Project teams often waste a lot of time 
– their own and the time of their leaders 
and stakeholders. Clarity relating to 
deliverables – what must be done, in what 
form, drawing on which data sources, 
consulting with whom, by when – can get 
the team focused and stop the wheels 
spinning.

Embedding a quality standard in the 
scaffolding, setting expectations about 
quality, including structured thinking and 
attention to detail, is central to successful 
projects. Poorly structured thinking wastes 
the team’s time and can derail the project. 
Slapdash work begets slapdash work. 

Most teams know the basics of good 
project comms and engagement, but 
they don’t always apply them. People 
orbiting the project will often assume the 
worst if there is a project communications 
vacuum. ‘What are they doing over there? 
They seem busy, but [big deliverable] is 
coming up and who knows whether they’ll 
be ready.’ Worse still, ‘I am ultimately 
accountable for the success of that project 
and I haven’t got a clue whether they are 
on track or not.’ 

We have three simple suggestions to 
improve project comms. Send out a 
Friday email every week, to everyone with 
an interest in the project, covering what 
was done this week, what will be done 
next week, and any issues with scope or 
timings. If there is no steering group, or if 
there are important senior stakeholders 
who are not on the steering group, 
hold recurrent ‘project threshold issues 
meetings’ with senior stakeholders so 
that they can be engaged in the project 
issues, help the project team remove 
barriers and get things done. Use design 
and visualisation techniques to elevate the 
work (compelling rationale, galvanising 
insights, simple and clear messages about 
the project and its promise) and increase 
its prominence around the organisation.  

3. Get the right team in place 
‘People are our greatest asset’ can be 
a glib refrain, but it resonates in project 
management. A good team is almost 
always capably led, by someone with 
sufficient time and energy and for whom 
the project is a priority, supported by 
colleagues with the necessary skills and 
complementarity.

The skills part is obvious – in our world, 
for example, we need consultants who 
can structure the work, and others who 
can break the back of the analysis, shape 
the storyline and engage the client. Team 
complementarity is no less important 
but it is often overlooked. Good project 
teams need what we call a ‘range of 
diversities’ – in, for example, background 
and experience, perspective, style and 
mindset. As an illustration, we’ve found 
that project teams need strong problem 
solvers, empathetic engagers and finisher-
completers. In some cases, all the skills 
required for project success will not be 
resident within the organisation.
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4. Build the capability within the
team to zoom in and out

When contemplating projects that have 
run into problems I have mental images 
of hardworking, well-intentioned team 
members with their heads buried in their 
computer screens, working late and on 
the wrong things. Analysis that didn’t 
get used; unnecessary documentation; 
project tasks that were relatively 
unimportant compared with what they 
could have been doing. These are 
hallmarks of a failure to zoom out and see 
the project from the distance necessary to 
gain proper perspective. 

A failure to zoom in is equally problematic. 
Knowing when to drop down into the 
detail is a critical skill for project leaders in 
particular. From managing projects, we’ve 
found that maintaining a regular dialogue 
with team members – even daily – gives 
project leaders the opportunity to ask 
pointed questions (constructively) and 
zoom in where necessary, without having 
to wait for project deliverables that can be 
days or weeks away.

5. Review progress in a timely way
Progress reviews raise the bar on project 
work. With a progress review coming up, 
team members will strive to get their tasks 
on track and present quality work to their 
leaders and peers. 

Progress reviews also break projects 
into manageable chunks, in much the 
same way professional sporting teams 
focus on blocks of three or four games to 
keep players focused. And they help with 
dependency management across project 
workstreams and foster camaraderie and 
teamwork.

There is a deepening literature on the 
application of agile to non-IT projects; 
one thing to highlight here is the value of 
failing fast and trying something else, of 
regularly prioritising and re-prioritising the 
team’s work. Team roles should balance 
consistency and flexibility, stability and the 
higher productivity that typically comes 
from a fluidity in team roles.

6. Invest properly in project 
completion and review

Projects run out of steam, team 
members get diverted by other priorities, 
implementation delays disrupt work—all 
creating gaps into which project work 
disappears. Years, even months, after 
some projects are completed, project 
artefacts (spreadsheets, plans, reports) 
can be hard to find. Projects often require 
substantial investments and to get the 
most out of them; momentum must be 
maintained through to completion.

Final project presentations attended by 
senior managers are generally effective in 
ensuring that team members’ collective 
attention is held until the project is properly 
completed. 

We’ve also found it valuable to ask project 
teams to write a project completion 
report that lists the original project scope, 
objectives, timelines and budget, and 
describes whether the project was 
delivered to these specifications. The 
project completion report provides links 
to important project documentation; lists 
insights for the next phase, if there is one; 
and records learnings that can enrich 
future projects.

***

Projects are winning the war for resource 
allocation. Organisations are increasingly 
‘standing up teams’ to get things done 
rather than relying on staff in fixed roles to 
contribute to projects in their spare time. 
Scaffolding projects in the ways we have 
suggested in this article can provide the 
help and support that projects need and 
substantially increase the likelihood of 
success.

Thanks to Matt Hardy for his thoughtful comments  
on a draft of this article.
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About Right Lane
Right Lane is a flourishing, top quality, management 
consulting firm. 

We employ our distinctive ideas and processes, and 
our absolute commitment to delivery, to help clients 
we care about pursue their inspiring missions.

We work alongside clients who do great work within 
the sectors they operate, and we are excited to be 
involved in creating outcomes that truly make a 
difference.

We are an ethical consulting firm with a strong belief 
in the work we do, and with a passion to give back to 
the broader community with the skills and expertise 
available within our walls. 

Right Lane was established in 1997 to help private, 
not for profit and public sector clients to clarify and 
accelerate their future plans. Over the past 21 years, 
we have helped the executive teams and boards of 
more than 250 organisations to define and adapt 
their direction and strategy, identify and clarify their 
priorities, align their efforts with their aspirations, 
get their major projects started and finished, and 
measure and improve their performance.

Our areas of focus 
• Developing and managing strategy and planning 

processes for clients

• Leading strategic growth projects, such as 
pre-merger analysis, new product feasibility, 
marketing expenditure effectiveness and growth 
options evaluation

• Implementing strategy through aligning and 
engaging the organisation, and measuring and 
monitoring performance

• Assisting clients with governance projects – from 
board culture and capabilities to board appraisals 
and reviews

B Corp certified - what does it mean?
In 2015 Right Lane became Australia’s first B Corp 
certified strategy consulting firm. 

This follows Right Lane’s decision in 2011 to adopt 
‘for benefit’ principles, including reasonable returns, 
inclusive ownership, stakeholder governance, 
transparency, and social and environmental 
responsibility. 

B Corporations are a new kind of company that 
uses the power of business to solve social and 
environmental problems. Certified B Corporations 
meet higher standards of social and environmental 
performance, transparency, and accountability. 
The performance standards measure a company’s 
impact on all its stakeholders, including workers, 
suppliers, community, and the environment. It’s like 
Fair Trade certification but for the whole business. 
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