SPRING 2014

V O L . 5 5 N O. 3

The Pitfalls of Project
Status Reporting
By Mark Keil, H. Jeff Smith, Charalambos L. Iacovou and Ronald L. Thompson

Please note that gray areas reflect artwork that has been
intentionally removed. The substantive content of the article
appears as originally published.

REPRINT NUMBER 55317

PROJECT MANAGEMENT

The Pitfalls of Project
Status Reporting
Will your next big IT project be on time and deliver what was
promised? Maybe — but maybe not. Accepting five inconvenient
truths about project status reporting can greatly reduce the
chance of being blindsided by unpleasant surprises.
BY MARK KEIL, H. JEFF SMITH, CHARALAMBOS L. IACOVOU AND RONALD L. THOMPSON

THE LEADING
QUESTION

Why does
project status
reporting go
wrong so
often?
FINDINGS

“Nobody anticipated the size and scope of the problems we experienced once the site launched.”
— WHITE HOUSE SPOKESMAN ERIC SCHULTZ, commenting on the HealthCare.gov website1

THE LAUNCH PROBLEMS associated with the HealthCare.gov website — intended to provide
a one-stop health insurance shopping portal for uninsured and underinsured Americans beginning
October 1, 2013 — are now well-known. As Wall Street Journal reporter Clint Boulton wrote, “For the
first couple weeks of October, it appeared that the Affordable Care Act, the centerpiece of the Obama
Administration’s domestic policy, was in
danger of being undone by an IT project
gone wrong. HealthCare.gov, the $630
million project meant to showcase the
administration’s tech savviness, was an
end user nightmare.”2
What went wrong with the HealthCare.gov launch? It has been reported
that the implementation process suffered
from a lack of clear direction, repeated
changes in requirements (some less than
two weeks before the anticipated “go”
date) and a severely cramped test schedule, which allowed little time to uncover
and address integration issues.3 Even so,
some lawmakers have reported that Congress had been told as late as September
2013 that the implementation project
was on track. These lawmakers have
“accused both the contractors and the
[Obama] administration of withholding
information about the looming failure.”4
It has been reported that an outside consulting firm “in late March [provided] a
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Many employees
tend to put a
positive spin on
anything they
report to senior
management.
Putting a senior
executive in charge
of a project may increase misreporting.
Employees sometimes report bad
news, but senior
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clear warning” that “foreshadowed many of the
problems that have dogged HealthCare.gov since
its rollout” and that some high-ranking White
House officials were briefed regarding the report’s
contents in April 2013.5
While the problems accompanying the HealthCare.gov site launch were unusually high-profile, they
are not uncommon; all too frequently, leaders in the
private sector as well as the public sector are caught by
surprise when projects — particularly complex IT
projects — run into trouble. But complex IT projects
do not fail overnight; they fail one day at a time, and
generally only after numerous warning signs. Our research suggests that for many executives, accepting
five inconvenient truths about project reporting can
greatly reduce the chance of being blindsided by a
troubled project launch. (See “About the Research.”)
Each of these inconvenient truths is a tough lesson,
but an easier one to learn before faulty reporting has
derailed your project — and perhaps your career.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH 1: Executives can’t rely
on project staff and other employees to accurately report project status information and to
speak up when they see problems. Most execu-

tives expect that employees will speak up when they
see problems that might adversely impact a project
and therefore naturally assume that employees will
do exactly that. Unfortunately, many of our studies
show that this is a naive assumption.
Our research indicates that many employees have a
tendency to put a positive spin on anything they report
to senior management. In one study, we reviewed the
records of 56 experienced software project managers
and found that project managers write biased reports
60% of the time and that their bias is more than twice
as likely to be optimistic (that is, to make things look
better than they really are) than pessimistic.6

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
This article relies on 14 studies that one or more
of the authors has been involved in over the
past 15 years.i (In this article, we refer to these
studies as “our” studies when one or more of
us have been involved, even if we had other coauthors.) All of the studies were concerned with
the ways in which individuals report (and misreport) the status of information technology or
software projects with which they are associ-

Employees have a strong desire to be perceived
as competent performers in the eyes of senior management. If bad news would reflect negatively on
them, they have a strong incentive to paint a rosy
picture. Similarly, if an employee is responsible for
the events that created the “bad news” or believes
that he or she will be held accountable, he or she
will tend to postpone delivery of the bad news or to
downplay the severity of the negative information
in the hope that the problem can be resolved before
its seriousness is discovered.
This occurs in part because employees are usually
on the weaker side of a power relationship. When the
organizational climate is not receptive to bad news,
truthful reporting can be inhibited.7 If employees
have observed negative outcomes for others who
have delivered bad news, they may fear that executives will “shoot the messenger.” As one interviewee
recalled: “I wrote a lot of reports. I escalated things as
much as I could, but in the end they ... took me out to
lunch and said, ‘We really appreciate what you’ve
done, but we really won’t be needing you anymore.’”
In another study, we observed that employees
were less likely to report a potential problem if they
believed that they were responsible (rather than
someone else, such as a contractor) and also if they
believed there was sufficient time to adequately
correct the problem.8
Our recommendation: In negotiations between
the U.S. and the Soviet Union, President Reagan’s
signature phrase was “trust, but verify.” Instead of
taking an employee’s status report at face value, executives should solicit the opinions of others who
are close to the project. In doing so, it is important
to obtain views from different levels within the organization. If everyone corroborates the status, the
executives can have much greater confidence in the
accuracy of what has been transmitted.

ated and how the recipients of those reports
respond to the status information they receive.
These studies took several different forms.
Some involved in-person interviews with project
team members, managers and auditors. Others
relied on large-scale, written surveys of project
managers and team members. Some involved
laboratory experiments in which the researchers
manipulated various factors so that they could
see how those factors impact subjects’ percep-
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tions and behaviors. We have been fortunate to
have the cooperation of several organizations in
our research: in particular, one U.S. state’s information systems oversight board facilitated
access to numerous projects and auditors for
interviews, the Project Management Institute
provided access to its members for surveys and
the Information Systems Audit and Control Association arranged for a survey of its members and
telephone interviews with a number of auditors.
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INCONVENIENT TRUTH 2: A variety of reasons
can cause people to misreport about project status; individual personality traits, work climate
and cultural norms can all play a role. Executives

tend to attribute misreporting to poor ethical behavior on the employee’s part. While our research did
show that individuals with a greater sense of personal morality are more willing to report the bad
news when a project involves a defective product
that has the potential to harm others, it also revealed
that employees misreport for a variety of reasons
and that individual traits, work climate and cultural
norms all play a role.9
Individual traits: We surveyed approximately
250 team members involved in state government
projects and asked them questions about themselves, their work climate and their reporting
practices.10 Our study suggested that individuals
with a higher propensity for risk taking or higher
career aspirations are more likely to misreport.
In terms of personality traits, risk propensity
matters when it comes to selecting the right team
members for a project. A project manager who is a
risk taker may be more likely to take a chance and
engage in misreporting, for example. Additionally,
team members who have a tendency to view the
glass as “half-full” (rather than “half-empty”) will
likely be more optimistic when they report their
project’s status. Our work suggests that the most
accurate status reports are obtained from those
who view the glass as “half-empty” because their
pessimism will tend to offset any errors that they
make when they assess the project’s status.11
Work climate: A study of government workers
also revealed that perceptions of work climate are
strongly associated with reporting behavior.12 Specifically, employees who work in climates that
support self-interested behavior are more likely to
misreport than employees who work in climates
based on “rules and code” (in other words, where
employees adhere strictly to rules or professional
codes of conduct). It is interesting to note that these
climates may vary across work units, even within
the same large organization.
Cultural differences: In a study comparing cultural responses of 162 working professionals in the
United States with 192 working professionals in
Singapore, all of whom were taking master’s-level
SLOANREVIEW.MIT.EDU

evening classes, we found a linkage between national culture and individual propensity toward
silence within an organization. 13 This study
compared working professionals from a more “individualistic” national culture (in this case, the
U.S.) with those from a more “collectivist” national
culture (Singapore) in terms of their status-reporting behaviors. We found that employees from an
individualistic culture tended to be more sensitive
to their work climate than those from a collectivist
culture and responded more strongly to promises
of rewards for accurate reporting.
Another study revealed that employees in an individualistic culture tended to shift blame more
often than individuals in a collectivist culture.14
When there was an opportunity to shift blame to a
third-party vendor, for example, individuals from
a more individualistic culture (in this case, the
U.S.) tended to be more willing to report bad news,
but individuals from a more collectivist culture (in
this study’s case, South Korea) did not. We also
found that employees from a collectivist culture
tended to be more likely to hide bad news for an
extended period of time if they believed that it
would provide their project team more time to
solve the problem or problems.
Our recommendation: Spend time considering
the composition of project teams, especially project
manager positions. Of particular note are personality traits, employees’ perceptions of the work climate
and employees’ cultural backgrounds. Be especially
wary of optimists and risk takers. With respect to
employees’ perceptions of the work climate, have
employees complete the Ethical Climate Questionnaire developed by John B. Cullen, Bart Victor and
James W. Bronson.15 Once you understand how employees within various units (and subunits) perceive
their organizational climate, you should find it easier
to predict their status-reporting behaviors — and
maybe even begin to change the climate. When it
comes to cultural predispositions, one of the best
remedies is building diverse teams, which can help
balance out culturally specific behavior that might
inhibit accurate project reporting.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH 3: An aggressive audit
team can’t counter the effects of project status
misreporting and withholding of information
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by project staff. Executives may well conclude

that the best way to address the problem of misreporting is to rely on auditors to ride herd over
projects and make sure that project status reports
are accurate. However, our research shows that this
assumption is flawed. Once auditors are added to
the mix, negative organizational dynamics can
lead to a dysfunctional cycle that results in even
less openness regarding status information. In a
study of state government managers who reported
to an IT oversight board, we discovered several
cases in which the use of an audit team led to growing distrust and deception in the audited unit.16
(See “A Dysfunctional Cycle of Distrust.”) Individuals charged with reporting project status
information reacted to some auditors’ queries by
trying to thwart the auditors’ ability to determine
the true status of the project. (See “Common Misreporting Tactics” for examples of some tactics
they used.) The auditors, in turn, concluded that
the project participants were either incompetent
or deceptive and increased their scrutiny, which
led to more defensiveness and an even greater degree of misreporting.
We found that lack of trust between auditors
and project staff is often the key cause of the harm-

A DYSFUNCTIONAL CYCLE OF DISTRUST
In a study of state government managers who reported to an IT oversight board, we
discovered several cases in which the use of an audit team to monitor a project team
led to growing distrust and deception in the audited unit — which in turn led to a dysfunctional cycle of distrust.ii
Report recipients
scrutinize status
information

Reporters perceive
unfairness and/or
lack of value from
scrutiny

Report recipients
increase scrutiny to
enhance status
information quality

Report recipients
attribute misreporting
to incompetence
and/or deception

Reporters use
tactics to enhance
reporting efficiency

Report recipients
perceive
misreporting
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ful organizational dynamics. Not surprisingly, trust
affects other reporting relationships in a project
structure — relationships that extend well beyond
those related to auditing. For example, we asked
members of the Project Management Institute
about several factors that could potentially affect
their willingness to “blow the whistle” on a hypothetical project that had gone awry. 17 Of all the
factors considered, “trust in supervisor” had the
strongest and most significant impact on a project
manager’s willingness to expose a challenged or
failing project. Another study asked project managers about their actual reporting behavior on a
recent project.18 This confirmed a similar tendency:
Diminished trust in the senior executive who controlled their project was associated with an increase
in misreporting.
Unfortunately, once a dysfunctional reporting
cycle becomes firmly established in an organization, efforts to create positive encounters and
enable additional openness will no longer be
fruitful, and other options must be considered to
effect a healthy tension between accountability
and cordiality. It has been proposed, for example,
that rotating individuals between the project
manager and auditor roles may have merit over
time. However, if improperly implemented, this
alternative can lead to a dysfunctional dynamic in
which those assigned “control” roles lose their
objectivity and reduce their scrutiny of organizational processes.
Finally, even if that problem is dodged, it should
be noted that simply replacing individuals may not
solve all the problems should systemic pressures
encourage a new cycle of distrust. At the risk of
appearing overly pessimistic, we find that organizations can sometimes reach a point of no return, in
which repairing a broken reporting system becomes almost impossible.
Our recommendation: Don’t overlook the importance of promoting trust between those who
report project status and those who receive the
reports. When trust is low, adding aggressive auditing procedures may actually result in more
misreporting, not less. Try to create opportunities
for interaction between these parties that are viewed
as positive and allow them to discuss successes and
accomplishments. For example, you might bring
SLOANREVIEW.MIT.EDU

COMMON MISREPORTING TACTICS
There are any number of ways that employees can provide misleading information about the status of a project.
Here are some samples of tactics we encountered.iii
MISREPORTING TACTIC

HOW IT WORKS

EXAMPLES

Selective highlighting

Report information accurately but
in a way that makes it hard to find

•An impossible-to-complete training agenda was included in charts
within monthly reports but not highlighted as an exposure.

Reclassifying information

Report tasks or expenses from
one category in another category

•$500,000 database had been overlooked in original requirements;
was bought later and classified as “record funds.”
•$150,000 worth of uncompleted project work was moved into newly
created “phase 2” and “phase 3” so that project could be labeled
“complete.”

Redefining deliverables

Change contents of deliverables
but keep original names

•The schedule for distributing numbered releases was maintained,
but the actual functionality within each release was reduced.

Working with the labels

Package work in a way that
reduces scrutiny

•Because only task sets totaling more than $500,000 were called
“projects” and subject to auditing, numerous task sets somewhat
less than $500,000 were instead given “nonproject” names.

together the project managers and auditors on a
quarterly basis for discussions of project successes,
best practices and lessons learned.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH 4: Putting a senior
executive in charge of a project may increase
misreporting. For more than two decades, project

managers have been told they should have a senior
executive serve as the project sponsor for all major
projects. By providing visibility and credibility for
the project, the argument goes, the senior executive
will be able to marshal needed resources and keep
the project on the organization’s front burner. Although this advice has often proven wise politically
and helpful for securing resources, the involvement
of senior leaders does not make it any easier to track
project status. In fact, our research suggests that the
stronger the perceived power of the sponsor or the
project leader, the less inclined subordinates are to
report accurately.
In one survey of project managers, we found indications that the higher the power distance
between the reporter and the report recipient, the
greater the level of misreporting.19 Project managers told us that the power held by the project
executive — in terms of potential impact on the
project manager’s future career options — was a
strongly significant factor in determining whether
they biased their status reports optimistically.
Moreover, another study of project managers
indicated that they would be less willing to provide
SLOANREVIEW.MIT.EDU

truthful status information if the project was the
“brainchild of someone in senior management
who has repeatedly championed the project.”20 We
found similar results in another study. As an interviewee in that study put it, reporting negative status
information would probably be “career suicide, to
be honest. ... I’m going to go to the executive VP of
the company and tell him that this is a worthless
project and he should pull the plug on it? I sure
wouldn’t want to march into this guy’s office and
tell him the project that he had been championing
for all these years should be put to death.”21
While there is no question that senior executives can be very helpful in maintaining support
and visibility for projects, our research shows quite
clearly that executive leadership of projects can
also cause employees to be less candid in their reporting behaviors.
Our recommendation: First, scrutinize your
own communications to your direct reports. Our
research revealed that employees are more truthful
when they perceive that the quality of the information they are receiving from their superiors is high
and that their superiors are being candid with them.
Second, we recommend that project managers report not only to the senior project sponsors but also
to a project management office, whose leader is
trained to act as a mentor to the organization’s project managers. This leader should develop rapport
with the project managers and reduce the power
distance in the reporting relationships, which
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AREYOU AT RISK?
Project misreporting happens less because of a moral failure than because of a lack of informed management oversight.
Take this survey to gain a sense of how vulnerable you are to misreporting. (Scoring information is at the bottom of the page.)
INCONVENIENT TRUTH #1 (Executives can’t rely on staff to speak up
about problems.)

TRUE

FALSE

TRUE

FALSE

TRUE

FALSE

TRUE

FALSE

TRUE

FALSE

Our employees speak up when they encounter a major problem on a project.
Our employees are comfortable reporting project-related challenges because they know that
“bad news will not get you killed.”
I know that I can count on my employees to “tell it like it is” in their project status reports.
I have an open-door policy, and employees know that I am always available to talk about
concerns they may have regarding the challenges they may encounter on their projects.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH #2 (A variety of reasons can cause people to
misreport about project status.)
I seldom think about employees’ risk-taking proclivities when asking them about project
status information.
I seldom think about employees’ ethical predispositions and how that might affect their
status-reporting behaviors.
I believe that our corporate culture is strong enough that employees from different cultural
backgrounds are apt to behave quite similarly in terms of their reporting behavior.
I assume that employees in different units or subunits of our organization have the same
general perceptions regarding the climate in which they work.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH #3 (An aggressive audit team can’t counter
the effects of project status misreporting.)
I frequently receive complaints from the auditors or control staff about the truthfulness of
project status information provided by project managers.
I frequently receive complaints from project managers about the auditors or control staff.
The relationship between the project managers and our audit/control staff has been
degrading over time.

To avoid being blindsided by Inconvenient Truth 1, executives should
maintain a healthy skepticism regarding the faithfulness and accuracy of
project status reports that are submitted by employees. Monitoring is
imperfect, and motivations to distort
project status can and do exist in most
organizations.
To combat Inconvenient Truth 2,
executives should think about the
composition of project teams —
especially how they fill project
manager positions. Personality
traits, employees’ perceptions of
the work climate and employees’
cultural backgrounds can all affect
employee willingness to report
bad news.

To prevent auditors and project managers from falling into a dysfunctional
cycle of distrust, look for opportunities
to bring the two groups together to
share positive experiences, outside
of evaluation contexts.

I have increased the resource allocation for our audit/control function but am frustrated that I
see no improvement in the quality of our status information.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH #4 (Putting a senior executive in charge of a
project may increase misreporting.)
I believe that as long as a senior executive is riding herd over the project, all will be well.
As long as employees understand that their project’s senior executive is responsible for its
successful completion, they will provide truthful input regarding its status.
The more senior the project executive, the greater the incentive for project participants to
provide accurate input about the project status.
Audit/control staff members are more likely to provide the full story about project status to a
senior, rather than a junior, executive.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH #5 (Executives often ignore bad news.)
When I learn of a project problem, my first thought is, “How credible is the source?”
I am always a bit suspicious when someone who is not in the role of an auditor or risk manager
comes to me with a report that a project is in trouble.
When someone repeatedly reports that a project is troubled, my first instinct is that we may
have an employee who is “crying wolf.”

There are a number of things companies can do to tackle the problems
presented by Inconvenient Truth 4.
For example, we recommend that
project managers report not only to
the senior project sponsors but also
to a project management office,
whose leader can develop rapport
with the project managers.

Executives should listen to a variety of
stakeholders and should take any
warnings they receive seriously.
If they do not, they may unwittingly
contribute to a climate in which employees grow even more reluctant
to report bad news.

I don’t believe it is healthy when employees spread fear, uncertainty or doubt regarding a project’s prospects for success.

SCORING: In each section, score 1 point for each “True” response and 0 for each “False” response.The higher your score for each section, the
more likely you are to be surprised by project misreporting related to that inconvenient truth.
62 MIT SLOAN MANAGEMENT REVIEW SPRING 2014

SLOANREVIEW.MIT.EDU

should help in illuminating the true status of the
project. Finally, organizations should focus on
each project manager’s orientation toward, or
away from, boldness in dealing with higher-level
executives. Due to either personality traits or cultural factors, some individuals may be more
reluctant than others to report bad news to their
superiors. Special training may thus be needed to
help some project managers overcome any natural
reluctance they may have. Our research findings
also suggest that pairing powerful sponsors with
powerful project managers may decrease the pressure to engage in misreporting, since the power
distance between the reporter (the project manager) and the recipient (the project sponsor) would
be reduced.
INCONVENIENT TRUTH 5: Executives often
ignore bad news if they receive it. It is tempting

to assume that project status reporting problems
can be resolved by focusing solely on the reporter’s
side of the relationship. In reality, however, employees sometimes report bad news and senior
executives ignore it — something we observed in
several studies.22 These case studies confirmed that
during the pre-failure stage of each project, attempts were made by specific project participants
to report the problems to powerful decision makers
who had the ability to change the course of the
project (or stop it), but such attempts were unsuccessful. As one employee we interviewed for an
in-depth study of three failed Canadian IT projects
said: “Many managers were not willing to accept
the major problems transpiring in the project. ...
But because this was such a high-level project, the
pressure to go on with it was high.”23
In another study, we asked 60 students to evaluate a negative report along with information about
the messenger.24 We found that the credibility of
the bad-news reporter can greatly influence
whether the message being conveyed is viewed as
relevant, and this in turn influences whether the report will be ignored. In a follow-on study, we found
that bad-news reporters are more likely to be
ignored if they lack an official platform to report
such news (for example, if they are not auditors or
risk managers). In a survey of auditors, we found
that sometimes executives turn a deaf ear even to
SLOANREVIEW.MIT.EDU

them.25 Many of the auditors we interviewed told
us that executives often downplayed the seriousness of the problems presented or, worse, simply
ignored their reports regarding troubled projects.
As one auditor explained: “We were trying to quantify and tell them, convey the seriousness of the
situation. And, I don’t think they believed that it
would be that serious. ... It was very frustrating for
me — a little demoralizing.”
Our recommendation: Overconfidence is an
occupational hazard in the executive suite. In many
of the corporate disasters of the past 20 years, overconfidence played a role. Executives should not
only listen to a variety of stakeholders but should
also take the warnings they receive seriously. If they
do not, they may unwittingly contribute to a climate of silence in which employees grow even more
reluctant to report bad news.

Are You Vulnerable to
Project Status Surprises?
We encourage executives to examine their own
assumptions and beliefs about project status
reporting. To that end, we provide a self-diagnostic
tool to see whether you are ignoring one of these
important realities of status reporting. (See “Are
You at Risk?”) Executives who want to improve
project status reporting in their organization
should begin by using the self-diagnostic tool to
determine whether they have overlooked one of
these five inconvenient truths. In using the diagnostic tool, managers should recognize that their
own perceptions may not match their employees’,
so it is wise to obtain anonymous feedback from
employees as well. Still, our diagnostic tool and
recommendations can be a useful place to begin;
they provide an avenue for the self-reflection that
can be crucial in understanding how one’s own
assumptions and actions may affect project status
reporting.
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