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Project Management Offices – An Endangered Species 

 Not improving the bottom line 

 Not improving the effectiveness of project managers 

 Not providing useful status info (i.e. Early warning of 
impending problems or reliable projections of 
completion) 

Traditional PMOs as promoted by many consulting firms 
and text books emphasize the PMO should define the PM 
process and provide PM education. The PMO might be a 
department of project managers that manage projects or 
manage other project managers. The traditional PMO sets 
guidelines and policies about how projects should be 
managed within the organization. Often the PMO is the 
centralized reporting entity and is the owner of the PM tools 
(often very expensive and sophisticated). 

While this all seems very nice, these activities usually do 
not improve outcomes and add to the overall cost of project 
management rather than reduce it. 

SB: What should be the central focus of a PMO? 

EM: It’s all about supporting and improving the efficiency of 
project management.  The result should be that projects 
cost less time and money for a given outcome, and 
management is better informed and has better control.  

 

(Project Management Offices continued on page 3) 

Stacey Berlow is a software product 
consultant and founder of Project Balance. 
With over 18 years of product and project 
management and she has successfully 
directed multi-million, large-scale, 
multinational, and offshore IT development 
projects. Stacey is a member of the 
Westchester PMI Chapter and lives in White 

Plains, NY. 

Interview with Ed Mahler, president, Project 
Administration Institute – Project Management 
Consultant, PMO and Scheduling Expert 

My customers are small to medium sized companies with 
various different team configurations (in-house, outsourced, 
co-located, and distributed.) All of these companies run 
more than one IT project at a time and the resources 
(people and hardware) are shared amongst multiple 
projects. Even though each project is being “managed” to 
varying degrees, there is always a need to know “Where 
are we on these projects? Are there issues we should know 
about? Have the target dates slipped? If so, what is the 
impact of the schedule changes?” 

There is a desire at some of these companies to create a 
Project Management Office – because after all if you have 
a PMO won’t you be able to manage projects more 
effectively? I posed this very question to our chapter 
colleague and PMO expert Ed Mahler, PMP.  Ed has 
worked 20+ years as a project management consultant and 
leader in project administration, scheduling and planning.  

He has worked on some very large, multi-million dollar 
projects. Ed brings a wealth of experience to his clients and 
to our chapter. I found his response to my questions 
enlightening, pragmatic and well, complicated at the same 
time. Read on to find out more… 

SB: Do you think companies who want to “get a 
handle” on their projects should start a project 
management office? 

EM: PMOs are becoming an endangered species. 
Organizations are finding that after setting up and staffing a 
PMO the added resources and effort are: 
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Letter from the President 
On April 2nd, we’ll convene our 2nd annual 
Professional Development Day with a full day event 
that focuses on Leadership Competence.   

In the course of my career, I have participated in 
perhaps, hundreds of projects – ranging from short 
term projects conducted by a small team to a multi-
year, billion dollar effort, involving more than one 
thousand people and hundreds of external contractors 

and vendors.  Early on, I learned the importance of basic project 
management skills and put into practice the basic PMBOK processes, 
even before I knew that anyone had names for them.  Early on, though, I 
found that the best processes in the world would not help if the project 
team lacked a defined sense of purpose, and the willingness of all team 
members to work together to accomplish it.  In rare instances, that 
emerges as a pure collaboration.  Most often, there is one person who can 
articulate the team’s mission and excites others enough to put aside their 
personal agendas and contribute to its success. 

We tend to call that person a leader and we tend to think of the leader as a 
trait, as embodied in the expression “ a born leader”.  If you don’t have the 
leadership “trait” you aren’t a leader and you can’t lead.  That prevalent 
myth is nothing more than an excuse for our own failures.  It allows us to 
say a project failed because there was no leader and not because we 
failed to lead.  

The reality is that whether we are professional project managers – our 
lives comprise many projects whether they are mundane or dramatic – and 
we have the opportunity to improve the outcomes of those projects by 
exercising leadership. 

So, how do we learn to lead?  To me, leadership, by itself, is a "state of 
mind” – a willingness on our part to overcome inertia and engage others to 
achieve a result.  How well we do that, however, is a competency that is 
built from a number of key skills which we can develop over time.  These 
skills are: 

 Thinking strategically and exercising sound business judgment 

 Communicating a vision and inspiring commitment  

 Creating a culture of trust 

 Building your team and their self leadership skills 

 Think globally and leveraging different views and perspectives 

 Using self awareness and feedback from others to improve your 
game 

Our 2011 Professional Development Day will feature speakers and 
workshops that focus on each of these core competencies and provide 
practical, actionable insights on how you can develop them.  I’m looking 
forward to a great day of learning with all of you.  I hope to see you all 
there. 
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Project Management Offices – An Endangered Species (continued) 

The PMO that tries to standardize the process or provide 
templates, in my opinion, is either compensating for 
inexperienced project managers or interfering with how an 
experienced PM would do their project.  This is highly 
counter productive.  Inexperienced project managers 
should apprentice with experience PM’s until they are 
capable of managing on their own, and no one should 
interfere with the judgment of an experienced PM.    

SB: What other kind of activities should a project 
management office provide? 

EM: The practical PMO provides economies of 
specialization and scale with centralized functions that the 
PM must provide as part of managing the full scope of a 
project and that can be offloaded to a more cost effective 
provider. These activities include: 

 Scheduling 
 Risk assessment, risk reporting and risk management 

assistance 
 Legal support such as contract management 
 Staffing and human resources 
 Engineering 
 Secretarial and administrative support 
 Supplies  
 Procurement 
 Vendor management 

SB: In your opinion what do you think is the most 
important activity with the highest impact? 

EM: Without a doubt it’s scheduling. 

SB: Why do you think scheduling is so important as a 
PMO activity? 

EM:  Once the work has been defined the agreed upon 
schedule is what everyone is working towards and is the 
only way management will know when things will be done 
or if it’s on schedule.  An experienced scheduler will be far 
more efficient in the use of a scheduling tool than the PM 
and put the PM in a much better position to understand and 
recover from the impact of slippage. The scheduler can 
service multiple projects, provide reports without burdening 
the PM, can balance resources across multiple projects, 
and can provide management with a portfolio view of the 
projects. .  Portfolio reporting to management then 
becomes a quick list of what’s on schedule with associated 
concerns if any plus a discussion of milestones that are 
projected to slip and what management can do to mitigate 
those probabilities. 

SB: This can be pretty detailed information. Wouldn’t it 
be easier to convey this kind of information using the 
traffic light charts (red, yellow green)? Executives like 
to see this kind of summary information. 

EM: In my experience traffic light charts don’t help 
management see what they need to do to keep things on 
schedule. The same is true for percent complete reporting. 
They don’t let management see where the schedule is 
going off course. The key objective of schedule reporting is 
to give enough information to management so that they can 
make tactical and strategic decisions. They need to know 
what is happening to their milestones and risks. A more 
detailed kind of schedule variance report is needed. Traffic 
light reports and percent complete obscure the specifics. 

SB: What kinds of tools do you use to make and 
monitor your schedules? 

EM: Together with the project manager, I use MS features 
within the tool to highlight tasks that deviate from plan and 
show their ripple effect.  If a deviation ripples through to 
affect a key milestone,  critical path tasks on the ripple are 
candidates for shrinkage to bring the milestone back on 
schedule.  The PM can analyze those tasks and adjust their 
durations to fix the problem or accept the slip.  After each 
status update I provide the PM with a report showing what 
was changed and then I re-baseline the project. I don’t 
carry the original baseline along. It might be interesting to 
know how far tasks have moved from the original dates, but 
it’s no longer relevant information. At the end of each status 
update there is a new, agreed upon schedule and a report 
of to do’s (tasks that should be underway or complete by 
the next status update).  The next status update repeats 
the process, showing the variances from last agreed 
baseline.   

Furthermore, I never ask a project manager for task % 
complete.  I ask when will it be done?  We then shrink or 
stretch the task to its new end date, set the status as on 
schedule for the new end date, and MS Project calculates 
the % complete.  We then note the ripple effect if any and if 
it affects a key milestone the PM adjusts as described 
above. 

SB: How large should a PMO be?  

EM: The PMO can be as small as one person. 

SB: Do you think that Project Managers can 
suggest/ask for someone to take over the scheduling 
function? 

EM: Of course, but the level of scheduling support varies 
depending on the management culture of the company or 
project.  PM's may  feel that it’s necessary to hide slippage 
and issues because it makes them and their teams look 
bad, and management has made it clear they don’t want to 
hear bad news so there may be resistance at the PM level 
to the idea of centralized schedule reporting.  For these 
organizations schedule support can be cost effective at the 
PM level but management reporting is still left to the 
discretion of the PM or they won’t use it. 

  



March 2011 PMI Westchester Critical Path Newsletter Page 4 

 
  

When Are Black Swans White? 
A Risk Doctor Briefing Note 
© 2010 Dr David Hillson PMP FAPM 
david@risk-doctor.com 

A new term has become popular among 
people when they talk about risk, including 
some risk specialists. The phrase “Black 
Swan” is taken from the title of the 2007 
book by Nicholas Nassim Taleb called “The 
Black Swan: The impact of the highly 

improbable”. Unfortunately the way most people use this 
term is different from Taleb’s original definition. In popular 
conversation the Black Swan event is something with an 
extremely low likelihood of occurrence and an extremely 
high potential effect. It is seen as the thing that we think will 
never happen, but if it did happen then we would really be 
affected in a big way. By contrast, in his book Taleb says 
Black Swans have three characteristics: they are 
unexpected and unpredictable outliers, they have extreme 
impacts, and they appear obvious after they have 
happened. 

The term comes from the idea that in the Western world a 
few centuries ago, it was a known fact that all swans were 
white. Any similar bird of a different color could not be a 
swan, by definition. Then explorers traveled to Australia in 
1697 and discovered true swans that were black, and the 
known fact had to be modified in the light of new evidence. 
In today’s world the Black Swan changes the rules and 
creates a new paradigm. Examples include the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the September 11th terrorist attacks in America, 
the rise of Google, or the recent financial crisis. 

Events or circumstances with extremely low probability and 
extremely high impact are in fact just risks and they can 
and should be tackled through the normal risk process. 
There is no useful reason to give them the special name of 
Black Swans. 

Another popular use of the “Black Swan” term is to describe 
“unknown unknowns”, which are thance. This is nearly 
right, but not quite. In fact “unknown unknownsings that we 
do not know but where we are unaware of our ignor” can be 
divided into two types, one of which is a true Black Swan 
and the other is not. 

1. The first group is “unknown-but-knowable unknowns”. 
There are some uncertainties that we currently do not 
know, but which we could find out about. This is where 
the risk process can help, through creative risk 
identification, exploration and education. The aim is to 
expose those unknowns that could be known, so that 
we can deal with them effectively using a standard risk 
management approach. They are not Black Swans 
because we could know about them if our predictive or 
discovery processes were better. 

2. Secondly there are “unknown-but-unknowable 
unknowns”. These are much more difficult to deal with, 
since by definition we can never discover them unless 
and until they happen. These are the true Black Swans, 
which we could not predict with even the best risk 
process. Risk management 
cannot help us here, since it 
only targets uncertainties that 
can be seen in advance and 
which we can prepare for or 
address proactively. 

If we cannot use risk management 
to address Black Swans in advance, 
is there anything else we can do? At 
the strategic level, business 
continuity can help us deal with 
“unknown-but-unknowable 
unknowns”. This approach identifies areas of vulnerability 
and ensures that we build in resilience and flexibility so that 
we can cope with the impact of the unexpected, wherever it 
comes from. Business continuity also looks for early 
warning indicators or trigger events to tell us that something 
is different from normal. Finally it uses environmental 
scanning to help us discover potential Black Swans before 
they strike. It is possible to apply this at other levels in the 
organization, including for projects and programs or at 
operational level, creating an “enterprise-wide continuity” 
approach. 

The Black Swan is a valuable concept that warns us to 
expect the unexpected. The only certainty is uncertainty, 
and we know that we will continue to be surprised in all 
areas of life, including both personal and professional. We 
should be careful to use the term properly and not dilute it 
through misuse or laziness. If we mistakenly think that risks 
with very low probability and very high impact are Black 
Swans, then we are likely to remain blind to the existence 
of true Black Swans. That in turn will leave us unaware of 
how vulnerable we are to genuinely unknowable unknowns. 

To provide feedback on this Briefing Note, or for more 
details on how to develop effective risk management, 
contact the Risk Doctor (info@risk-doctor.com), or visit the 
Risk Doctor website (www.risk-doctor.com). 
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What’s Your Role – Project or Problem 
Manager? – by Kathy Steuber 

Project Management Offices – An 
Endangered Species (continued) 

When you don’t have the means or 
authority required to deliver a job, 
accepting accountability and responsibility 
for a project can be really overwhelming.  In 
the Telecom world it seems that too often 
this will result in projects that are not 
successful and an exhausted/burnt out 
Project Manager…who feels more like an, 
eh hem, Problem Manager.…and when ‘the 
buck stops here,’ that generally means lots 

of blame. 

So how do you guarantee project success while saving face 
in this type of environment? Most importantly by giving a 
project the best possible start! Unfortunately, there seems 
to be an industry wide dysfunctional approach to the early 
stages of projects that is affected by organizations being so 
focused on those that are on the radar in crisis mode and 
neglecting this phase of the project life cycle for those 
efforts not in a crisis mode.  

What makes this difficult to comprehend is that it is nearly 
impossible to rescue a project that is in crisis mode without 
losing ground on timeline, budget, adding additional 
resources or encountering scope creep.   

Blown opportunity should never be an option so it’s 
important for a project manager to take advantage of their 
real negotiating power within the project team. This 
opportunity occurs for the last time at the beginning of any 
project.  If you compromise at this stage you will set a 
dangerous precedent that could result in a painfully 
extended project lifespan and more problem management 
than project management.  So what is a PM to do? 

 Communicate, communicate, and communicate! 
 Set expectations and be clear on your needs as well as 

any foreseeable project risks up front so there are no 
controllable surprises later. 

 Make sure that your project team is committed to your 
project and all required resources are identified. 

 Ensure that your company has the ability to deliver 
what’s been promised.  You will surely encounter 
problem management if you can’t deliver.  

 Build your safety net of relationships with your internal 
and external project team members to ensure that both 
you and your project survive! The relationships you 
develop with your team will impact your success. 

No project will ever be hassle-free. Understandably, doing 
all of the above is not always achievable. However, 
following these suggestions you can avoid some of the 
trials and tribulations while ensuring the project had the 
best possible chance of success from the get go.  Worst 
case, it should at least allow you a graceful and early exit 
from the project before you become a convenient 
scapegoat or a long term problem manager. 

Centralized scheduling is most effective where 
management really wants to know what’s happening and 
the PM’s are not discouraged from honest reporting.   

Ed’s Recommendations: 

If your organization has a PMO, investigate the scheduling 
activities and functions it provides. If no one is dedicated to 
this function, suggest that someone be designated for 
schedule support.  If there are no experienced schedulers 
on staff hire one. 

Usually stakeholders and senior management don’t know 
the benefits of a centralized scheduling function or may not 
want to assign someone to that role. Scheduling and other 
centralized management functions must be identified and 
championed by upper management for tangible project 
management outcomes and real success. 

If management resists do a cost analysis spreadsheet 
comparing the time each PM would save from doing their 
own scheduling and reporting vs. the cost of a scheduler.  A 
scheduler can typically handle the work of 20+ PM’s   If you 
assume each PM spends 10% of their time on scheduling 
and reporting that’s 2 headcount and you save one whole 
headcount with a scheduler, plus you get the improved 
scheduling and reporting functions as a bonus.   

Join the Westchester PMO SIG to share ideas 

Contact Ed with your questions (paiem@verizon.net) or 
chat with him at the next Westchester chapter meeting. 
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Don’t Miss This Event! 

PMI Westchester Chapter Is Pleased To Announce It’s Springtime 
Professional Development Day 

“Leadership – Expanding Our Circle of Competence” 
 

 Our 2011 Professional Development Day will focus on core competencies and 
provide practical, actionable insights on how you can expand your circle of 
leadership competency and use those skills to achieve meaningful results. 

 
Saturday, April 2, 2011 

9:00 AM to 5:00 PM -- Registration opens at 8:00 AM 
Antun’s of Westchester 

35 Valley Avenue, Elmsford, NY 10523 
 

Workshops Include (Facilitated by project management professionals): 
 “Vision, Mission, Values” by Dr. Ann Armstrong, 
 “Leading Change Management” by Judy Balaban 

 “Communication for Project Leaders” by Wayne Botha 
 “Leading Strong Teams” by Albert Gales 

 “Pardon Me –Your Personality is Showing!” by Joe Lukas 
 “Applying Project Management Leadership Skills” by Dr. Gad Selig 

 “Leadership Lessons of the World’s Most Successful Executives” by David Wanetick 
 

Light Breakfast and Lunch Included 
 

REGISTRATION FEES: 
By March 15th - $200 Westchester Chapter Members; $250 Non-Chapter Members 

After March 15th - $250 Westchester Chapter Members; $300 Non-Chapter Members 
Day of Event - $300 Westchester Chapter and Non-Chapter Members 

For more information and registration, go to 
http://www.pmiwestchester.org/Education.asp#117 

 
For More Information Contact:  

Pawan Kumar - pawan.kbham@gmail.com 
 

PDUs 
Earn up to 8 PDUs 
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Chapter Meeting – March 8, 2010,  5:30 PM - 7:30 PM 

Topic: Team Member Engagement 

Featured Speaker – Dr. Ann Armstrong is a partner with 
Dale Carnegie of Westchester  

Dr. Ann Armstrong is a partner with Dale Carnegie of 
Westchester. With more than 30 years of experience 
spanning business and education, Ann provides training, 
consulting, executive coaching, sales coaching, 
instructional and program design, and education to 
organizations across industries and in higher education. 
Ann is an expert in adult learning and leadership, e-
Learning, and leveraging technology to provide cost-
effective, scalable and global solutions. 

Ann’s career includes roles as an executive director at 
Columbia University’s Teacher’s College, an area practice 
executive for eBusiness and eLearning at IBM Global 
Services, and a vice president of Ernst & Young’s 
eLearning Financial Services Practice, where her team 
designed, delivered and implemented large-scale blended 
learning solutions for up to 210,000 global client 
employees. Ann is a certified IBM consultant and a 
confirmed IBM principal, and teaches doctoral students in 
instructional design and technology at Capella University 
and at University of Phoenix. 

Ann received her doctoral degree in instructional 
technology and media from Teachers College, Columbia 
University. She also holds a Master of Education degree 
from Teachers College, Columbia University; a Master of 
Arts degree in instructional design, educational technology 
and media from Fairfield University; and a Master of Arts 
degree in economics from University of Cincinnati. Ann’s 
clients include Aetna, Bank of America, Citigroup, General 
Electric, IBM and Pepsico. 

Location 

Antun’s of Westchester 
35 Valley Avenue, Elmsford, NY 10523 |  
914-592-5260 | Get Map 
 

Agenda 

5:30 to 6:15 Networking, buffet dinner, Meet the 
Vendor and Recruiter  

6:15 to 6:30 Chapter business / announcements 
6:30 to 7:30 Featured program 
7:30 to 7:45 Continued networking, meet the Speaker, 

Vendor, Recruiter 
7:45 to 8:45 PMO SIG Meetings (PMO & Quality) 

Fees 

Chapter members − $20; Non-members − $25 
We accept cash or checks.  Sorry, no credit cards. 

Career Corner - Dale Carnegie of Westchester 

Vendor Corner - Watch our website for details 
 
Directions: 

From the South: 
Take the Saw Mill River Parkway North. Get off at the 9A 
North exit. Turn left onto Route 9A, go under Saw Mill 
Parkway, and immediately turn left onto W. Main Street  / 
Valley Ave.  Pull into parking lot. 

OR Take the Bronx River Parkway North to the Sprain 
Parkway North to I-287 West. Get off at Exit 2 (Elmsford). 
Turn left at the light onto Saw Mill River Road. Turn Right 
onto 9A, go under the Saw Mill River Parkway and 
immediately turn left onto W. Main Street / Valley Ave. Go 
straight into parking lot of Antun’s.  

From the North: 
Take the Taconic Parkway South to the Saw Mill Parkway. 
Get off at the 119 East exit. Make a left into parking lot.  

 
Map to Antun’s of Westchester 
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Upcoming PMI Westchester Events Volunteer Opportunities 

The Westchester Chapter has several open volunteer 
positions, which are described below. To volunteer contact 
Mary Jo Vessecchia, Director, at 
volunteer@pmiwestchester.org or call 914-522-9199. 

Opportunities − 

 Co-Program Manager – 
Library 

 Program Manager – e-Mail 
Communications  

 Program Manager – Back-
up Webmaster  

The chapter is always interested in 
ideas for new programs and people 
to run them. To suggest a new 
chapter program that you would like 
to pilot contact Duff Bailey, Chapter 
President, 
president@pmiwestchester.org or call 914-263-5034. 

Board directors and program managers can often use help 
in the form of committee volunteers. If you would like to get 
involved with an existing chapter program visit the Officers & 
Contacts page, contact the owner of the program, and offer 
to help. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

March Breakfast Roundtable Meeting 
Topic: How does a PM handle being given responsibility 
but yet is not empowered? 
Facilitator:  Mary Gilmartin 
Date: Thursday, March 17, 2011  − 7:30 to 8:45 AM 
Location: 108 Corporate Park Drive, White Plains, NY (off 
Westchester Ave) Cafeteria – Lobby Level – 2 Buildings 
down from Malcolm Pirnie  
Breakfast available for purchase at the cafeteria 

April Chapter Meeting 

Topic: Creating Resilience: Complex Adaptive Teams 
Speaker:  Adam Josephs, PMP, Managing Partner 
Celerity Consulting Group, LLC 
Date:  April 12, 2011 
Location:  The Royal Palace, 77 Knollwood Road, Town 
of Greenburgh, in the Greenburgh Shopping Plaza next to 
Cinema 100 

April Breakfast Roundtable Meeting 
Topic: TBD – Watch Our Website 
Facilitator:  Mary Gilmartin 
Date: Thursday, April 21, 2011  − 7:30 to 8:45 AM 
Location: 108 Corporate Park Drive, White Plains, NY (off 
Westchester Ave) Cafeteria – Lobby Level – 2 Buildings 
down from Malcolm Pirnie  
Breakfast available for purchase at the cafeteria 

 

Job Club Events 
Support Group for Project Managers 
who are actively seeking employment.  

 
Topic: Are You Ready for the Interview? 
Speaker:  Marcia Grubel, MA, PCC, NCC 
Date:  March 18th  
Time:  8:00-10:00 a.m. 
Location:  Fordham Westchester, 400 Westchester Ave, 
Room 142, West Harrison, NY 10577 

Topic: Job Club Support Session 
Facilitators:  Paul O’Connor, Mark Owen and Jason Fox 
Date:  April 1st  
Time:  8:00-10:00 a.m. 
Location:  Town of Greenburgh Offices, 177 Hillside Ave, 
White Plains, NY, 10603 

The Critical Path 
The Critical Path is PMI Westchester’s free monthly 
newsletter, published as a service for members and non-
members alike. We’re always looking for your contributions.  
To submit an article for publication, please contact the 
newsletter editor listed below: 

Brenda Horton − Chief Newsletter Editor 
newsletter@pmiwestchester.org 
 
Kathy Steuber – Co-Newsletter Editor 
kathystoob26@aol.com  
 

  
 


